

[image: Front Cover of The Gentleman Spy Mysteries]




Dear Reader,


I have been telling stories all my life, but I didn’t start writing them in novel form until I was well into my forties. I had spent my career working on movie sets, which kept me from starting a family until then. However, when my son turned out to be autistic, I had to rethink my entire life. Staying home with him so he would have the best chance possible in life was difficult and isolating and I needed a creative outlet I could pursue in small increments and bring with me wherever I went. A notebook seemed the easiest solution. As a student, I had written film projects and some short fiction, so I thought of writing a book. While my son napped, I jotted down little snippets, but nothing I wrote ignited the kind of drive needed to write a novel. I was frustrated, tired, uninspired, and generally stuck. 


Some months later, I ran into an old acquaintance who, during a friendly chat, asked me what I had read lately. As I recited my recent reads, it became brutally obvious that all I had read in the years since my son was born were books on childrearing and autism. I had not read for pleasure at all. No wonder I was uninspired! My friend reminded me that we can’t draw from an empty well and suggested I restock by reading for fun. It was a revelation: I was not having fun writing because I had forgotten to have fun reading. I bought my first Kindle and started reading books that drew me in and took me to another world. Before long, Henry and Eliza showed up in my head and took up residence.


The world of The Innkeeper’s Daughter with its dark back alleys, dangerous secrets, and glittering ballrooms started to emerge as an idea, but I did not yet know how to make the inspiration flow. My son was in kindergarten at that point, allowing me to join a local writers’ group. It felt good to do something for me, and having to read my pages for the group every week held me accountable. I wrote in tiny increments, but I wrote regularly, and once the world I was creating took shape on the page, it drew me in even further. Soon, I couldn’t imagine a life without writing. I was only about halfway into the first draft of The Innkeeper’s Daughter when I realized there would have to be a second book to tell Henry’s story properly. Like me, he needed to learn to have fun again before he could settle with his forever love.


Once I had finished The Gentleman’s Daughter, it seemed only right to tell the parallel story I had hinted at, which became The Memory of Her. And then, of course, I had to tell Emily’s story, The Spy’s Daughter. After everything I put my beloved characters through, I needed to make sure they all got their Happily-Ever-Afters.


The four books making up this series are romance-filled spy mysteries, but they are also about family: blood and found. Reading the Gentleman Spy Mysteries, you may also notice that all kinds of love fascinate me. Different kinds of romantic love, obviously, but also the love a father has for his daughter, the love we have for our friends, and the love of creating. Love can give us courage we didn’t know we possessed. My stories are, in essence, about overcoming adversity and trauma with the help of love and loyal friends.


Life has thrown me additional curve balls in the years since I first decided to write historical romance adventures, but being able to escape into my imaginary world is a boon through it all. Guiding my characters through their personal challenges to their happily-ever-after gives me a chance to find my own way. Writing and publishing my books has given me strength, confidence, and a place to find joy — no matter what is happening in real life.


I hope you enjoy these stories and if they happen to help you through a tough time by letting you escape for just a little while, so much the better.


Happy reading,


Bianca 
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Praise for The Innkeeper’s Daughter



“A gritty, steamy series opener full of dark twists and hot trysts.”


— Grace Burrowes, 
New York Times bestselling author


“From the brutal opening pages, to the tenderest of love scenes, The Innkeeper’s Daughter took me on a ride of contradictory emotions. Sadistic villains paired with beautiful regency details made this story unforgettable, but it is truly the characters who steal the show. Eliza is a delight, Sir Henry March has my heart, and our author, Bianca M. Schwarz, has me eagerly awaiting the next book.”


— Amanda Linsmeier, author


“Historically well-researched with enthralling characters and excellent storytelling. Absolutely wonderful.”


— C. H. Armstrong, author of 
The Edge of Nowhere
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To my mother, who didn’t live to see my work in print. Thank you for sharing your love of books and your ability to see the beauty in everything.
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CHAPTER ONE


“OY, MISSY … ”


Horace’s harsh voice came from behind her, raising the hair on the back of her neck. Eliza had made it to the top of the stairs leading to the back door, but there was no way she would make it out now.


“Don’t ya run from me. I told ya t’ go pack yar crap. Wilkins will be ’ere in an hour.”


With Horace breathing down her neck, there was nothing to be gained by running. Eliza swung around to face him and did her best to stand her ground. “I told him no, and I’m telling you again: I’m not going with him!”


She braced for the backhand she knew would follow. Sure enough, pain exploded down the right side of her face, and she flew against the wall three steps behind her. God, how had her mother put up with this for six years?


Horace was of medium build, thickly muscled and broad-shouldered. If one didn’t know what a brute he was, one might even think him handsome. But all Eliza could see was his lust for violence. She tried to straighten, but he pushed her back against the wall and ground his groin into her belly. He smelled of stale ale and sweat, and she could feel his manhood swelling as he rubbed against her.


“Wilkins paid me twenty quid for yar li’l virginal cunt, so ’e owns ya now.”


Outrage overrode pain and disgust, and she pushed at him hard enough to force him back a step. “You sold me to Pig Face? You truly are despicable!”


His face twisted with hate and his open hand connected painfully with the other side of her face. Wilkins and Horace were birds of a feather, best mates so to speak, and calling Wilkins “Pig Face” was sure to get his goat—she should have thought of that.


“Always with the big bloody words. Ya’re nothing but a tavern wench, but ya won’t go with the customers and ya won’t let me between them lily-white thighs. What the fuck did ya ’spect me ta do with ya?”


He was screaming at her at the top of his voice now. Through the haze of pain, Eliza heard Lynn chime in from the bottom of the stairs.


“Just lock ’er in the cellar, love. Let Wilkins deal with ’er when ’e gets ’ere.”


Eliza ignored her. In for a penny, in for a pound. She might as well get him good and mad now—maybe Wilkins wouldn’t want her if she was all bruised up. Correcting his pronunciation, she countered, “I expected you to ignore me, but even that was obviously hoping for too much.”


Grabbing her by the hair, he dragged her down the stairs and along the corridor toward the store cellar door. “Ignore a bit of all right like you? Not bloody likely. But I ’ad enough of ya stalking about the place like ya bloody own it and looking down yar nose at me.”


The cellar door loomed before her. Eliza tried with one hand to yank her hair out of Horace’s grip and braced herself with the other against the door frame. She could not let him lock her up down there.


She knew why he was so keen to get rid of her—she was the only obstacle to his full ownership of the inn. Her father had left the inn to Eliza and her mother in his will. That meant, now her mother was gone, it should be hers. But if it bought her freedom from Wilkins, she would give up all claim to it. “You can have the inn. Just don’t make me go with Pig Face.”


Eliza couldn’t quite keep the desperation out of her voice, and the way he chuckled in her ear confirmed how much he liked hearing it. “Too late, Liza, he paid me coin for ya.”


Lynn cackled behind her. “He owns a mill and ’e’s willin’ ta marry ya. What the fuck’s yar problem?”


With that she kicked Eliza hard in the small of her back, sending her flying down the short flight of stairs into the cellar, where she landed on a heap of coal. She heard something crack inside her, then a strange kind of prickly sound accompanied the darkness trying to claim her before she was pulled back by Lynn’s shrill laughter. “Prince Charmin’s all out of glass slippers, ya stupid cunt.”


Eliza got up, white-hot rage giving her the courage to taunt them into killing her right then. A quick death would be better than having to endure Wilkins and dying at his filthy hands. “I’m gonna make you pay for this and everything you ever did to my mum, you greedy, wife-murdering clods.”


Something solid slammed into her arm with such force it lifted her off her feet. She heard another crack and pain exploded all through her. This time she didn’t think she would be able to get up again. She lay limp, waiting for Horace to deal her the deathblow. But it didn’t come.


Instead she felt Horace’s fetid breath fan over the side of her face as he whispered in her ear. “I wanna fuck ya and kick the living shit out of ya all at the same time, but Wilkins paid to be the first in yar snatch and ’e wants ya still breathin’, so I’ll leave ya to contemplate yar future … see, I know some big words too.”


She heard him climb the stairs, slam the door, and throw the bolt. And then, when she was sure she was alone, she gave herself up to despair. Hot tears streaked down her aching face as she let herself rest against the mountain of coal at her back. Something warm and sticky seeped into her collar, and she wondered if the cut was big enough for her to bleed out.


“I’m sorry, Mum. I tried.”


She lifted her eyes to the ceiling, wishing she wasn’t so completely alone in the world. “But how do you expect me … ” She frowned at the usually pitch-dark upper left corner of the room and caught her breath. The coal chute had been left open and the mountain of coal reached almost to the top. Horace couldn’t have known. They certainly hadn’t noticed it before. It was growing dark out, and the opening did not add much light. Could she get up? Did she dare to hope she could make it out of the cellar, away from the inn and the fate Horace had arranged for her?


She might as well try. She had nothing more to lose.





CHAPTER TWO


JUST NORTH OF HAMPSTEAD, NOVEMBER 1819


The last pale light of the day filtered through the bare trees onto the road and the two men traveling it in an elegant open sports carriage. The jingle of the harness preceded their passage, the sound of the horses’ hooves muted by the leaves blanketing the road. One man did his best to nap on the high seat, but the vehicle’s driver seemed to thoroughly enjoy his occupation and the way the gathering darkness drained the color from the forest around them. A light rain had fallen earlier, and the damp soil smelled rich and fertile. It was a perfect evening to drive the last remaining miles to London.


The driver was Sir Henry March, knighted for his services to the crown during the campaign against the Corsican megalomaniac—although nobody cared to speculate on what exactly he had done to warrant that knighthood.


Beyond being a knight of the realm, Henry was a classical scholar, a notorious libertine, and the responsible owner of four estates, who could trace his lineage to William the Conqueror.


He was a handsome man. His nose was straight, his sandy hair was cut short and reached down into short-cropped sideburns, and his lips were neither too thick nor too thin. However, his jaw had a determined set to it, and even when he was otherwise relaxed, his blue eyes were intense.


His person was presently obscured by a calf-length, multi-caped greatcoat and a carriage blanket thrown over his knees against the November chill. But it was generally agreed that he cut an impressive figure, even if his clothes tended to be comfortable rather than fashionable.


They had just left the lights of a small roadside inn behind them and were turning up the hill toward Hampstead Village when Henry became aware of a shadowy figure scurrying along the road in front of them.


At the sound of the horses, the woman visibly startled, then ran as if the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels. She was bent forward as if aged, and her gait was unsteady. But the face that turned over her shoulder to see who followed her was young and utterly terrified. In her haste to get away from whomever she was trying to outrun, she stumbled over the hem of her soiled and tattered skirts and yelped in pain when her knee hit the gravel on the road.


Henry found it impossible to ignore the woman’s obvious distress. He stopped just ahead of her, handed the ribbons to his groom, and jumped down to see what he could do for her.


Even once he was standing next to her and she could see him clearly, she continued to look behind her as she tried to get back on her feet, as if unafraid of Henry but terrified at what could still be behind. Henry put a hand under her arm to help her up, but she winced and drew in a sharp breath. He tried gently placing his arm around her waist to steady her, eliciting another pained noise as she sagged against him.


She was small and light, and a sense of unease crept over him as he examined her more closely. Her waist was trim under his hand, and luscious dark curls framed her face—a face that showed unmistakable signs of a beating. Her lip was split and her jaw had begun to discolor. There was a welt on her forehead and her left eye was almost swollen shut. Her hands and clothes were blackened with what appeared to be coal dust, and she was clad in only a simple peasant skirt and blouse, while her shoes were missing altogether.


“Good God,” Henry breathed. He quickly decided, whatever her story was, he could not turn his back on her. “You’re injured; can I take you somewhere? To someone who will help you?”


She shook her head, which obviously hurt, and squeezed out between clenched teeth, “I just need to get away.”


The girl obviously wasn’t thinking clearly, so Henry probed for more information. “From whom or where?”


She was barely holding herself upright now, but her voice was full of contempt. “My stepfather at the inn.” She indicated behind her and sagged farther against him as she lost her footing again. Henry could feel as well as see her injuries were serious.


“Did he do this to you?”


She almost spat out her next words. “Him and his new missus. But I’ll not marry that bastard Wilkins. I’ll die first.”


She then truly spat on the ground for emphasis, her eyes blazing with a need to defy her fate that struck a chord with Henry.


He answered her with a calm he did not feel. “Well, if you stay out here alone and in this state for much longer, you probably will.” He smiled down at her, hoping to reassure her. “You had better come with me so my housekeeper can have a look at you.”


She twisted to look at him for a moment as if to assess whether she would get herself into even worse trouble by going with him, then shrugged. “I think I’d rather the devil I don’t know.”


Henry couldn’t suppress a wry grin. “That’s the spirit.”


He led her to the curricle without further delay, and when her knees buckled, he simply lifted her into his arms and boosted her up to Roberts on the seat. She was too light for her frame, and he wondered what other methods her stepfather had employed to bend her to his will.


Pulling himself up onto the driver’s seat next to her, he realized he had neglected to introduce himself.


“I’m Henry March, by the way. Can you tell me your name?”


“Eliza.” Her voice was weak now, the fight having gone completely out of her.


Henry wrapped the carriage blanket around her before he took the ribbons from his groom, Roberts, who then swung himself around onto the box seat behind. Henry urged the team into a trot, despite the gathering darkness and the girl’s unsteady hold on consciousness. He tucked her uninjured arm through his and urged her to lean on him as he drove them toward London and his Mayfair home.


THEY ARRIVED AT THE TOWN house on Cavendish Square a little over an hour later with the girl barely conscious. Roberts jumped down first to knock on the door, then took the horses’ heads, while Henry nudged Eliza awake. She straightened enough for him to climb down to the pavement, but as he turned to assist her, she almost fell off the high seat, so he lifted her down.


The door opened as Henry carried the girl up the front steps. William, the footman, had no trouble comprehending the urgency of the situation and preceded his master and former captain to the first available guest room on the second floor. There, Henry entrusted Eliza into the care of Mrs. Tibbit, his housekeeper, who had appeared at his side halfway up the stairs.


Mrs. Tibbit was an efficient woman with a kind heart and a serious dislike of anybody who treated another female with violence. Having left the girl in such capable hands, Henry retreated to his private sitting room down the hall to pour himself a stiff drink.


MRS. TIBBIT FOUND HIM THERE less than half an hour later, slouched into one of the big leather armchairs by the fire, visiting with his old friend Shakespeare. She spared a disapproving glance for the tomes littering the floor around him and the booted feet comfortably propped on the chair opposite. Looking up from his book, Henry grinned at the old retainer’s obvious disapproval, secure in her affection for him. Mrs. Tibbit shook her head, acknowledging that at thirty-one years of age he was too old for her to scold, and heaved a heavy sigh. “I think we best call the doctor, if you don’t mind, sir.”


“Oh, are the girl’s injuries beyond your capability, Mrs. Tibbit?” he teased gently.


The narrow-eyed look his housekeeper bestowed on him said much about what she thought of him questioning her abilities and teasing at a time like this. “Well, sir, we cleaned her, and I patched her cuts and bruises as best I could with basilicum powder and arnica cream, and I’m making her an infusion for the pain. But I can’t set any broken bones, and the gash to the back of her head is too big for me to stitch.”


Henry winced at this matter-of-fact description of Eliza’s injuries. “By all means, call for the doctor, but make sure nobody mentions I brought home an injured girl. The brute who did this to her may well be looking for her.”


Mrs. Tibbit’s round eyes blazed with indignation and the desire to protect the mistreated girl. “I’ll send William to the doctor and make sure everybody keeps their mouths shut down at the pub. The poor mite! Do you know who did this?”


All hints of playfulness had left Henry’s demeanor. “She says it was her stepfather and his wife. And she mentioned a man called Wilkins they want her to marry.”


The housekeeper nodded as if that explained everything and turned toward the door. “Well, they won’t find her here. I’ll make sure of that.”


Henry knew she ruled her kingdom belowstairs like a benevolent queen, so he didn’t doubt their guest’s safety. “Thank you. And send the good doctor to me after he has done what he can for Miss Eliza.”


Mrs. Tibbit headed for the door without being dismissed and threw her next words over her shoulder with complete disregard for proper address and ceremony. “Will do.”


Henry grinned and mused—not for the first time—that her familiarity would not be tolerated in any other household. But then again, they had known each other since he was five months old, and he supposed it was progress she no longer told him to sit up straight and pick up after himself.


TWO HOURS LATER, HENRY WAS lingering in the dining room over his after-dinner cigar when Dr. Hartcastle found him. The good doctor took the glass of port Henry offered, confirmed Mrs. Tibbit’s assessment of the broken arm, and lamented that it had taken seven stitches to close the gash at the nape of the girl’s neck. Beyond that, the doctor reported two broken ribs and revealed Eliza’s dizziness was caused by a concussion. Recommending she stay abed for at least a fortnight, he informed Henry he had given Eliza laudanum for the pain. He also left arnica drops to be taken three times daily, to combat any internal injuries.


Henry was assured he would return the next day to check on the girl’s progress. Before he left, the good doctor took it upon himself to tell Henry earnestly that, in his opinion, Henry had saved the young woman’s life.


Dr. Hartcastle said it as if Henry ought to be congratulated, but having noticed her at the side of the road, Henry could not have left her to her fate; and now that she was under his roof, he felt responsible for her. It seemed she had no one else. Henry resolved to find out Eliza’s full story as soon as possible.


ONCE DR. HARTCASTLE LEFT, HENRY climbed the stairs to look in on his guest. He entered the comfortable second-floor bedroom quietly and found Mrs. Tibbit sitting by the fire doing her mending. The bed in this room, although big enough and made of rich, dark cherry wood, had no curtains to be drawn around it. In order not to disturb the girl’s slumber, Mrs. Tibbit had angled her armchair to shade the single candle she had lit so she could work.


She smiled up at Henry. “She’s resting easy now.”


Henry stood next to the bed and gently brushed a dark brown curl out of the girl’s bruised and battered face. “I have seen some truly horrendous things on and off the battlefield in Spain and France, but this somehow seems worse.”


Mrs. Tibbit snorted her disgust. “Ay, there’s no justifying this one. Can’t blame it on war or hate between enemies. The person who was supposed to keep her safe did that.”


Henry nodded and idly fingered a silver locket that had been placed on the nightstand. “Is this hers?” he asked, holding it up.


“Ay, I found it pinned to the inside of her corset. It’s nice work and there’s a lock of hair in it.”


He studied the fine floral motif engraved on both sides of the ornament and opened it to look for an inscription. It was a long shot, since only people who could read and write bothered to inscribe their possessions, but when he lifted out the lock of coarse brown hair, he found a dedication: All my love, Ted and the date 1799.


Had it been a betrothal present? Perhaps Ted was the girl’s father and the locket had belonged to her mother. It seemed likely. When had things started to go so terribly wrong for Eliza?


He placed the locket back on the night stand. The more he found out about the girl, the more curious he became. Turning to Mrs. Tibbit, he instructed softly, “Make sure she knows it’s safe as soon as she wakes up. She obviously went through some trouble to keep it from her despicable stepfather.”


Mrs. Tibbit nodded without bothering to glance up from her stitching as he moved to the door.


“And get one of the girls to sit with her so you can get some rest. Good night, Tibby.”


She smiled at the use of his childhood name for her. “Will do. Good night.”


WHILE ELIZA SLEPT THE NEXT day away in a laudanum haze, Henry caught up on his affairs. The autumn round of his estates had taken him from Brighton in the south, to Berkshire and Lincolnshire, all the way to Norfolk, and back to London. It was no small thing to oversee the running of four prosperous estates, but besides his land, Henry had several financial investments also demanding his attention. In the six weeks of his absence, a veritable mountain of mail had accumulated on his desk, and Henry promised himself he would give it its due attention right after he had completed his duty to the crown.


In that spirit, a summons from his superior to give his report in person was heeded first and without delay. Once the Old Man was satisfied everything had been done to strike yet another suspect off their list, Henry made his bow to his godmother and then paid his man of business a visit to discuss his finances.


The following day, after checking on his houseguest and finding her still deep in slumber, Henry cloistered himself in his library to sort through his mountain of mail. His spectacles on his nose, he worked systematically through the pile, answering queries as needed, and was glad when he reached for the last missive around four in the afternoon. Recognizing his cousin Arthur’s handwriting as well as his ducal coat of arms on the seal, Henry smiled at the thought the missive might contain news of his daughter, Emily. But instead it was an open invitation to dine at his cousin’s residence as soon as Henry returned to London. Henry buried his disappointment and sent a note to the ducal palace on St. James’s Square, informing his cousin of his return. Two hours later, Henry strolled through the now-dark but still bustling streets of Mayfair to join his cousin Arthur, the Duke of Avon, for dinner.


A BLUE-AND SILVER-LIVERIED FOOTMAN ushered Henry into the magnificent marble foyer, illuminated by the refracting light of a chandelier. There he was greeted by the family’s butler, Higgins.


“Good evening, Sir Henry. His Grace awaits you in his study.”


Henry handed his hat, walking stick, and greatcoat to the aging retainer and let his eyes wander over his mother’s ancestors lining the walls. “Thank you, Higgins. No need to announce me, I know my way.”


Higgins bowed. “Of course you do, sir.” But he still preceded Henry down the hall to announce him. “Sir Henry, Your Grace!”


Arthur Redwick rose from behind his desk and strode forward with his hand outstretched in greeting. “Henry, I’m so glad you could join me tonight.”


Henry smiled warmly and shook his cousin’s hand. “Hello, Arthur. How is everyone at Avon?”


The Duke of Avon was a somber man by nature, his countenance perfectly suited to his political aspirations. He was a decade older than Henry, but the years had been good to him. The duke had hazel eyes and was perhaps an inch shorter than Henry, but shared his broad shoulders, sandy hair, and even features.


“Last I heard, everyone was in excellent spirits. Did Emily forget to write again?”


Henry followed his host to the sofa in front of the fire and took the brandy Arthur poured for him. “I had a letter from her in Norfolk, but that was two weeks ago.”


“Ah, my information is only three days old. Your trip seemed rather longer than usual.”


Henry heard the underlying question and contemplated how much to tell his cousin. Arthur was one of the few people who knew what Henry had done during the war, what he still did for the crown, but for everybody’s safety, it was better to keep his own counsel in this instance. “I just had to stop off in Norwich to tie up a few loose ends.”


The duke shot Henry a sharp look but only nodded, and a moment later, Higgins entered to announce dinner was ready to be served.


They shared an excellent meal and pleasant conversation, but never ventured beyond the commonplace, until the dishes had been cleared away and the servants had left them alone with their brandy and a box of fine cigars.


Arthur took a sip of the amber liquid in his glass and lifted his finger. “By the bye, Henry, you may have to write to your Emily again concerning her tendency to outwit her groom. The poor man does his best to keep up with her, but he reported last week that she had gotten away from him three times in the last month. Bertie is usually a willing participant in her adventures, but he is only two years older than she, and at fourteen he is not capable of protecting her, nor himself for that matter.”


Henry watched his cousin carefully. His daughter’s regular bids for freedom were nothing new, and neither were the duchess’s pleas to curb her wild streak, but for the request to come from the duke piqued his interest. “Oh, any particular reason for your concern?”


The duke shot him a wry smile. “Not much gets past you, does it?”


Henry grinned in response and waited patiently for his cousin to come to the point.


The duke rested his elbows on the linen-covered table, steepled his fingers in front of him, and weighed his words like only a politician could. “Under normal circumstances I would not be concerned, but I am working on a bill that will be contentious, and it has come to my attention that questions have been asked about my family, particularly the comings and goings of the children.”


Henry didn’t move, his brow slightly furrowed in concern. “You think someone is trying to intimidate you by threatening our family?”


Arthur shook his head decisively. “No threats have been made. Just a few questions strange enough to prompt my stable master to report them to me.”


Henry moved forward, mirroring his cousin’s pose. “How strange are the questions, and who is asking them?”


Arthur met Henry’s gaze steadily. “The questions are about the children. Where they go and when, and if they ever do it alone. As to who is asking: a groom from the livery stable in Woodborough. He is related to one of my footmen and therefore a fairly frequent visitor.”


Henry considered that for a moment. “And you couldn’t just put a stop to his visits?”


Arthur tapped his steepled fingers against each other and pursed his lips. “I would rather not curtail visits to the estate, especially so close to Christmas. Happy servants make for a well-run house, after all.”


Henry’s mouth quirked up in a crooked smile. “Besides, that wouldn’t stop them from meeting in the pub. I see what you mean; it’s best to tell the children not to venture out alone. I don’t suppose you want to tell me what your bill is about.”


“I would rather not,” was the duke’s only response.


Henry knew his cousin well enough to know he had said as much on the subject as he was willing to, and Henry respected that. The whole thing was probably nothing more than a few gossiping servants. He wasn’t worried about his daughter’s safety, but he would write to Emily all the same. There was no point in tempting fate.


The two men enjoyed their smoke and each other’s company for a while longer until the duke pleaded fatigue and Henry went home to write a letter to Emily.





CHAPTER THREE


THE THIRD DAY AFTER HENRY BROUGHT ELIZA to his house, she seemed somewhat improved, but her mind was still clouded by the laudanum, making conversation almost impossible. Henry sat with her for a while in her darkened room and gently tried to ask her a few questions, but when she nodded off on him for the third time, he admitted defeat.


On the fourth day, however, Mrs. Tibbit sought out Henry in the breakfast room at the back of the house to inform him their guest had refused the morning dose of laudanum and was sitting up in bed. Mrs. Tibbit further reported proudly that Eliza had consumed a sizable breakfast, and then left him to his morning coffee.


Encouraged by the news, Henry decided on a visit to his charge.


WHAT HE FOUND WAS A young woman so remarkably pretty, despite the bruises in various shades of yellow and green, that Henry paused on the threshold, admiring the picture in front of him.


The two tall sash windows let in autumn’s golden sunlight and gave the chamber a bright and airy feel. Lace curtains added a feminine touch to soften the effect of light green drapes, white walls, and cherry wood furniture. Mrs. Tibbit sat by the window with her mending, chatting to the girl.


Smiling, Henry leaned against the door frame in his shirt sleeves, tan-colored breeches, and waistcoat. Eliza’s shiny dark brown curls tumbling all around her were in stark contrast to the crisp white of the pillows she was propped up against. Her features were delicate and animated, and her eyes, as they turned toward him, were a clear and luminous brown. She reached out her hand with an answering smile.


“You are Sir Henry, aren’t you.”


It was more of a statement than a question, and he nodded in answer.


“You brought me here, and the doctor says I would’ve died if you hadn’t found me, so I guess I owe you my life.” She extended her hand farther to offer it to him, the gesture clearly an effort. “How can I ever thank you? Just saying it hardly seems enough.”


Henry moved across the room and took her outstretched hand, uncomfortable with the signs of pain on her beautiful face. Eliza shook his hand, but was at a loss as to what else to say, so she lifted his hand and kissed it.


Taken aback by the gesture, Henry retracted his hand and hastened to assure her, “You don’t owe me anything; I only did what any decent human being would have done.”


A fierceness entered her eyes he didn’t know how to read. “No, you saved my life.”


“I’m sure—” he started.


But Eliza shook her head, suddenly looking utterly desolate, her voice barely a whisper. “Nobody helped me when they did this to me. Not even the people I’ve known all my life, the people I thought were my friends.”


Henry was close enough to hear the hitch in her voice and leaned down to place a gentle hand on the crown of her head. She raised her eyes, bright with unshed tears, then swallowed hard and managed a tiny smile. Henry could not help but admire her courage and spirit, and wondered what it would be like to see that spirit fly.


“From now on you have friends willing to defend you, should the need arise again.”


Mrs. Tibbit seconded the notion with a resolute nod, but Eliza searched his face for a moment, as if unsure whether he meant what he said. Evidently there was nothing in his expression to urge caution, so she relaxed back into her pillows.


Henry pulled a chair next to the bed and seated himself. “You told me your stepfather beat you in order to force you to marry somebody by the name of Wilkins. Can you tell me how you came to be in such a wretched situation?”


She shook her head in resignation and looked up at him. “It’s not so unusual a story. Are you sure you want to hear the whole sorry mess?”


He held her gaze, and his expression softened. “I find I have a need to know.”


Eliza had no reason to trust people, but his eyes held a smile, and she felt safe with him in his house. She found she wanted him to know her story, but where to begin? She decided on her name. “My name’s Eliza Broad. Everybody calls me Liza, but I like Eliza better.”


Henry grinned at the hint of challenge in her statement. “Duly noted, Eliza.”


She smiled her appreciation, and he nodded for her to continue.


“I was born in The Cat and Fiddle just outside Hampstead, and I remember being happy there before my dad died when I was ten. He left the inn to my mum, and from what I could see, she made a good go of it. But it’s hard for a woman alone to keep order in a busy taproom, so she hired a man who took care of all the rowdies and the heavy work.”


Henry noticed Eliza made a credible effort to keep the countrified lilt out of her voice and silently commended whoever had taught her.


“He was always respectful to her, did his job well, and was even nice to me, so when he asked my mum to marry him, she said yes, thinking it would be a good thing for us.” Eliza’s jaw set in a hard line, and all joy was sucked out of her eyes. “It didn’t take Horace long after the ceremony to show his true colors. He didn’t like that my mum knew her letters and was teaching them to me. He didn’t like that she was better at keeping the books. He didn’t like when other men looked at her, and most of all he didn’t like me.”


Her voice dropped to a monotone, and she seemed completely absorbed in ironing pleats into the bedcovers with her fingernails. “And then the beatings started. I could stay out of his way, mostly. But my mum, she was his wife and had the inn to run, which of course he now considered to be his. Six years of dodging his fists and listening to him do things to her in the room next to mine.”


Eliza swallowed hard before she pushed out the next sentence. “Her eyes were dead long before he pushed her down the stairs and broke her neck.”


Henry’s jaw clenched tight, his fists itching to seek revenge for her. But when he looked across the room at Mrs. Tibbit, whose eyes were filled with the kind of bitter comprehension that came from experience, he quelled his violent thoughts in favor of turning his attention back to Eliza.


Eliza’s head was bowed, and a tear had found its way down her nose. She wiped it with the back of her hand, took a deep breath, and continued. “I half expected Horace to start in on me, but he took up with one of the barmaids before my mum was even buried. Not that that would stop him from tupping someone else, but he is always quick to see a chance to make a few bob. When Wilkins asked him for me—even though I had told him ‘no’ more than once—he apparently sold me to the sod.”


Henry briefly wondered how much experience she might have with the opposite sex, but dismissed the thought as unimportant at the moment.


Eliza’s eyes blazed with anger when she looked up at him again. “I kept refusing to go with him, and that made Horace stinking mad. Turns out he had already taken Wilkins’s coin and had no plans to give it back on my account, so he and Lynn beat me and locked me in the cellar. I guess they thought when Wilkins came for me, I would go with him just to get away from them. But I know Wilkins. He’s a big burly brute who’s already buried two wives. Beats his horse and his dog too. I wasn’t going to stick around to wait for him to come and use me as a punching bag and God knows what else. I climbed up the coal chute and stumbled away as fast and best I could, and that’s when you found me.”


Eliza met Henry’s gaze with gratitude in her eyes, but also weariness. The telling of her story had taken its toll, and she obviously worried they might be looking for her. Henry covered both of her hands with his. “It’s all right, they won’t find you here.”


It seemed a woefully inadequate thing to say in light of what she had suffered, but she smiled her appreciation and held on to his hand when he rose.


“Rest now! I’ll come back this afternoon, and we can play a hand of cards, or perhaps you would like me to read to you.”


Her eyes lit up. “Oh, do you have any books other than the Bible? That’s the only book my mum had.”


Henry smiled at her excitement, eager to share his beloved books with her. “I might have one or two.”


At this Mrs. Tibbit gave a shout of laughter. “Ha, one or two thousand he means. I have to keep the bloody things dust-and mold-free.”


“Come now, Mrs. Tibbit, you like the occasional novel!” he teased as he strolled out of the room.


WHILE ELIZA POURED HER STORY out to Henry, across town, in a little street just off the Strand, a burly, surly-looking man pulled up outside a busy pub, climbed off his cart, and handed the reins to a street urchin with the promise of a penny. He stepped into the dark interior of the bar and headed straight for a table in the back.


The dapper-looking gentleman who sat there nursing a pint eyed him with polite inquiry. “What brings ya to town, Wilkins? It ain’t market day, and I don’t recall sendin’ for ya.”


Wilkins sat without waiting for an invitation, causing the other man to raise a displeased eyebrow. “I ’ave to talk to ya, Hobbs! That’s what.”


Hobbs made a gesture as if to invite Wilkins to sit. Wilkins’s brow wrinkled in confusion, which made Hobbs smile. “By all means, mate, talk!”


Wilkins pulled on his less-than-pristine neckcloth and tried to get the barmaid’s attention. “Got t’ wet me whistle first.”


Hobbs, with growing impatience, snapped his fingers and commanded, “Bets, get the bloke a pint.”


Wilkins, oblivious to Hobbs’s mood, nodded his thanks and geared up to unburden himself. “Remember you tellin’ me to come to ya if I ever ’ad a favor to ask?”


Hobbs declined his head slowly, a sly smile taking up residence on his lips. “Ya want that virgin we talked about?”


Wilkins scratched the stubble on his chin. “Well, I got me own, but the stupid bint ran away before I could pick ’er up, and now Horace won’t give me twenty quid back. Says if I want it I should get it off the toff that picked ’er up off the street. But all I found out from the lads in Hampstead is that some Sir somethin’ or other picked ’er up and that ’e lives somewhere in the posh parts near the park. I need ya to ’elp me find Liza.”


At the mention of the girl’s name, sudden interest flickered in Hobbs’s eyes. “That wouldn’t be the same pretty li’l package with the dark curly ’air you told me to stay clear of, would it?”


Wilkins just nodded while Hobbs fiddled with one of the many fobs on his watch chain. His eyes were cold and calculating. “If I know anythin’ about them rich pricks, then she ain’t no virgin no more. You still want ’er anyways?”


Wilkins smiled a rather disturbing smile. “Horace gave ’er a good beatin’ before he locked ’er up. She won’t be pretty enough for anybody to want ’er for a while.”


Hobbs assessed Wilkins for a moment and then adjusted his cuffs and sleeves with an air of finality. “All right, mate. I’ll send me boys out and ’elp ya find ’er. But if it turns out she spread ’er legs for ’er knight in shinin’ fucking armor, I’ll give ya yar twenty quid and let ya ’elp me introduce ’er to the trade. Sound good?”


Wilkins grinned. “Too right, it does.”


The two men shook on the deal and called for another pint.


AS PROMISED, HENRY RETURNED TO Eliza’s bedroom in the afternoon with a selection of books and a deck of cards. He deposited these treasures on the bed, and Eliza immediately seized Henry’s beautifully bound and illustrated copy of The Arabian Nights.


It was a heavy book, leather-bound and oversized. Eliza would have had trouble holding it at the best of times, let alone turning the pages and reading it, but with two broken ribs it was impossible. She made a valiant effort, but had to admit defeat when the pain radiating from her ribcage threatened to take her breath away. Realizing her dilemma, Henry took the book from her and arranged his chair so he could hold up the volume while she studied the pictures gracing each page.


Completely fascinated, Eliza trailed gentle fingers over a picture of Aladdin in his cave. “I didn’t know books like this existed. Look at the way the picture is drawn, and the colors so bright.”


Henry corrected her gently, hoping she would be as interested as he was in finding out how things were made. “It’s a print, in fact. The drawing is carved into wood, then dipped in ink and pressed on the page, and then other carved blocks of wood are used to fill in the colors.”


Eliza looked at him with wide eyes full of longing. “That’s amazing. It’s the most beautiful thing I ever saw. Would you let me read the stories when I’m well enough to hold the book?”


Henry saw no reason for her to wait that long and took it upon himself to read the first story to her. She listened with rapt attention, her eyes sparkling with excitement, her lips parted in awe, and Henry could not think of a place he would rather be. When she finally fell asleep, he left the book on her nightstand and tiptoed out of the room.


HAVING ALREADY ATTENDED TO HIS urgent business, and with most of his friends out hunting in the country, Henry was at leisure to spend a considerable amount of time with his intriguing houseguest. They whiled away many hours together, during which Henry shared some of his favorite stories with Eliza. Scheherazade’s beguiling tales were followed by Rob Roy and then the charming characters populating Miss Austen’s work.


When they could find a third player for commerce, or even a fourth for whist, they played cards, and so the days of Eliza’s convalescence were spent happily enough.


Once Eliza could sit up for longer periods of time, Henry taught her how to play chess, finding her a worthy opponent. For the times when he had to attend to his affairs, he found lightweight volumes of popular novels, which she devoured with increasing speed.


She loved Shakespeare and laughed at Byron. Mrs. Radcliffe’s overwrought romantic heroines made her huff with impatience. But when Henry brought her a copy of Frankenstein, she read through the night in spellbound horror and bombarded him with questions concerning the scientific feasibility of the book’s premise the next morning. Henry did his best not to laugh and reassured her that, to his knowledge, no one had attempted to make a monster out of body parts yet. He introduced her to the literary notion of an allegory, and from there they went on to discuss the Greek myth of Prometheus. Eliza concluded that both tales were not unlike that of “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” a story she had heard from her father many times.


In short, she showed intelligence and understanding, and Henry felt more drawn to her each day.





CHAPTER FOUR


IT TOOK TWO MORE WEEKS BEFORE THE DOCTOR allowed Eliza out of bed. She was positively giddy at the prospect of ending her confinement and exploring Sir Henry’s house beyond the beautiful chamber in which she had spent the past fortnight and more.


Having ventured to the window once or twice on her way back from a trip to the chamber pot, Eliza had watched a few red-golden leaves fall in the square below, but she had never lingered long.


She would have liked to sit on the dainty chair in front of the writing desk between the two windows to watch the children at play below, but sitting had proved far more uncomfortable then standing or even walking. What she had glimpsed, however, had convinced her the houses around the square were rather grand, and it made her all the more curious about the house she was in.


Henry, always willing to abet her curiosity, suggested she come downstairs for afternoon tea and perhaps a turn about the garden if she felt strong enough. But by the time Henry knocked on Eliza’s door to escort her to the drawing room, a cold and gloomy drizzle had replaced the earlier sunshine.


Eliza had dressed with the help of the maid, donning one of the gowns Henry had urged Mrs. Tibbit to buy for her. The soft blue wool dress Eliza had chosen for the occasion was the most luxurious garment she had ever worn, and she couldn’t help but feel pretty in it. Dressing had been an adventure in itself since her arm was still in a sling, but her ribs for the most part felt better.


According to the doctor, it would take no longer then six weeks for her to be healed completely, and Mrs. Tibbit had promised to help her find a good position in a respectable house, but whether that would be enough to keep her safe from Wilkins and Horace was anybody’s guess.


Eliza wasn’t naïve enough to think she could remain in a single gentleman’s household beyond her recovery from her injuries, so she was grateful for the offer of assistance in finding work. With an uncertain future ahead of her, Eliza intended to fully enjoy the situation in which she presently found herself. After all, Sir Henry was handsome and kind, and for Eliza from The Cat and Fiddle to be convalescing in his Mayfair home with him for company was a tale almost worthy of Scheherazade telling her bloodthirsty sultan.


Eliza opened the door to Henry, hoping to please him with her appearance as much as with her progress in regaining her health.


Henry, for once wearing a full suit, was resplendent in an exquisitely cut dark blue jacket, a gray waistcoat, and gray pantaloons. His pristine white neckcloth was held together by a gold pin, and gold cufflinks winked from his wrists. He sketched her a little bow and offered his arm for the walk downstairs, surprising her with his courtly manners. “Good afternoon. Are you ready to depart, Miss Broad?” Henry smiled down at her, acting like a proper escort while letting an admiring eye roam over her figure in the form-fitting gown. “And may I just say how well you look in blue.”


Eliza attempted a small curtsy, her eyes sparkling with amusement as well as appreciation of his gallantry. “Why, thank you, Sir Henry! And may I remark how respectable you look with your necktie all tidy and your jacket all buttoned up.”


He grinned at her with the easy camaraderie they had built over the past fortnight. “Cheeky! Is it so wrong to want to be comfortable in my own home?”


She grinned right back at him. “It’s a good thing I’m not some simpering society miss. I might have fainted seeing you strutting about in your shirtsleeves in my bedroom.” She gave him the same kind of surreptitious once-over he had indulged in earlier. “But you do clean up rather nicely.”


Henry’s laughter filled the corridor as they strolled toward the front staircase. He stopped, stood back a step, and took another appraising look at her.


She was slender and of medium height; her breasts sat high and filled out her dress to perfection. The bruises were all gone now, and the big brown eyes dominating her face held a hint of mischief. Her dark curls shone in the light of the sconces on the landing and were held back off her face with two combs at her temples and then left to fall down her back in a luxurious cascade.


Her gown tied at the front left side with three bows, the high V-neck collar revealing only the dimple at the base of her throat, and the soft white cotton underdress spilled from beneath the hem and sleeves. Tan kid half-boots peeked out from under her gown, and the white ruffle at her wrists fell almost to the base of her long fingers. It was a dress infinitely suited to a chilly late November day, but somehow the sheer modesty of it made the girl inside it all the more enticing.


“So do you, Eliza. So do you.”


He raised her hand over their heads and twirled her in front of him, and she let out a startled burst of laughter. It was a beautiful sound, clear as a bell and warm as sunshine, and he resolved to make her laugh again before the day was done.


“Shall we, Mademoiselle?” he said, indicating the stairs.


“By all means,” she replied, copying his accent and manner, laughter still shining bright in her eyes.


He wrapped her hand around his arm once more and led her downstairs, across the black-and-white checkerboard marble of the foyer and into the drawing room where Mrs. Tibbit had prepared tea.


AFTERNOON TEA WAS ALL ELIZA had imagined it might be. The silver teapot had a candle beneath it so the tea never cooled, and it pivoted on hinges so one didn’t have to pick up the heavy pot in order to pour tea into delicate china cups. The food was laid out on a three-tiered silver platter with an ornate handle on top and ranged from tiny, crustless cucumber sandwiches to warm scones with clotted cream, to dainty little custard tarts that concealed a juicy plum in their center.


The food Eliza had been served in her room was no less delicious, but the luxury of eating a meal in the afternoon, when she had had lunch and would no doubt be eating dinner, turned it into an indulgence.


Henry fell into the role of the visiting gentleman, keeping up a stream of inane small talk about the weather and what flowers one might still find at this time of year. Eliza played the prim little society miss, doing her best to pour tea for Sir Henry just as it had been described in one of the novels he’d lent her. It was easy to imagine herself a lady in Henry’s exquisite drawing room, and easier still to enjoy his gentle teasing.


“That is one splendid cup of tea, my dear.”


Eliza thanked him with a little nod of her head. “Can I interest you in a cucumber sandwich? They are delicious.”


Henry surveyed the food tray carefully before he turned back to Eliza. “I shall indulge my sweet tooth. Those custard tarts look rather good.”


Considering the size of the tiny tartlets, Eliza placed three of them on a dainty blue-and-white china plate matching their tea cups, added a small silver dessert fork, and placed a napkin under the dish before she presented it proudly to Henry.


Henry took the plate and spread the napkin over his knee, but discreetly placed the fork back onto the tray. He leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Tarts are considered finger food, no fork required.” Then he winked at her and bit into one of his treats.


Eliza blushed at the mistake, but smiled at his antics and helped herself to another cucumber sandwich. A thought occurred to her. “Sir Henry, if you could, who, out of all the people we read about, would you like to have to tea?”


Henry didn’t even hesitate. “Rob Roy! He seems an interesting fellow.”


She laughed. “You might have a difficult time getting him to take you up on your invitation; you are English, after all!”


He leaned his head to the side for a moment, considering. “Good point! Who would you want to ask to tea? Mr. Darcy?”


Eliza shook her head in dismay. “Too broody. He would scare me.”


“Mr. Bingley then?”


She shook her head again, but a tiny smile played around her lips. “Too fickle!”


Henry raised an eyebrow and tapped his lip, trying to think. “Dr. Frankenstein?”


Eliza made a big show of swallowing hard but couldn’t quite stop the smile from broadening on her face. “I’m not sure he would be fit company for tea. He seems a little unhinged.”


Henry huffed, feigning impatience with the game. “Don’t tell me you want to have William Collins for tea?”


Laughing out loud, Eliza crossed her eyes at him, which made him laugh.


“Well, who then?”


She smiled and spread her hands out to the side, a little surprised Henry hadn’t guessed. “Colonel Brandon, of course.”


“Ah, the sensible choice.”


It was Eliza’s turn to huff a little. “Sensible maybe, but he is trustworthy and steadfast, a good friend to all around him.” Eliza gave a triumphant nod, believing the subject closed, and helped herself to a scone.


Henry was surprised by her choice, but had to admit he liked it. He, too, would have picked the colonel as the best man out of all the characters they had encountered over the past weeks. Eliza might have been young, but her upbringing had obviously given her a unique perspective on life—and on men.


With their attention back on their food, Henry watched Eliza’s fascinated awe as she took in her surroundings.


The chair Eliza sat in was of dark mahogany. Its legs and dainty arms were inlaid with ivory, and the seat and back were upholstered in a light blue velvet. Two sofas and the side tables were made in the same style, with clean, elegant lines. The exquisite furniture was arranged before a white marble fireplace that had a twin on the opposite side of the room with a writing desk close to it. Above both fireplaces hung huge eight-paneled, gilt-framed mirrors, seemingly extending the room into infinity.


There were three almost-floor-to-ceiling windows facing out to the square, bracketed by silver-blue drapes, and the greenery on the outside was mirrored by a few evergreens in brass containers placed here and there around the room.


The intricate parquet floor was partly covered by a large blue-and-cream Berber carpet. The walls were covered in light blue silk and adorned with painted scenes from around London. Studying them as best she could from her seat by the fire, Eliza declared the Thames at moonlight her favorite.


It felt as if she had stepped into her very own fairy tale. They enjoyed their tea and cakes, bantering back and forth, and Henry did his best to make Eliza comfortable in his stately drawing room. But had Eliza not been as comfortable as she was with Henry at this point, she would have been utterly awestruck by his elevated station in life, brought home by the sheer elegance of his home. She had nothing to compare this room to, but she couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful. That was, until Henry decided to show her the rest of the reception rooms on the first floor, since the rain now falling made a walk in the garden inadvisable.


There was a rose-themed sitting room at the front of the house, also overlooking the square. It was a much more feminine room with its floral prints and rounded furniture, but it was no less elegant than the formal drawing room.


A yellow-and-cream breakfast room at the back of the house looked cozy and promised to be full of sunlight in the mornings. There was also a formal dining room with a table so big Eliza thought it likely thirty people could comfortably be seated around it.


From the music room, French doors led out to a terrace and the garden below, giving the room a light, open feel. Eliza couldn’t help but marvel at the pianoforte, never having seen one before. So Henry sat and played a Beethoven sonata for her while she rested, leaning up against the instrument.


But the library was the room that really took Eliza’s breath away. The place was huge, running from the front of the house all the way to the back. It was also three windows wide on either side. There were two doors into the room, one from the short corridor running parallel to the front of the house and one from the back corridor. Opposite each entrance was a gleaming black marble fireplace with a jewel-like landscape painting above it while the rest of the walls were covered floor to ceiling with oak bookshelves.


The whole room was held in browns, ocher, and reds, with hints of brass and burnished gold. There were sofas and armchairs, upholstered in leather, grouped by the front windows and on either side of the fireplaces, as well as a large table in the center of the room. A big desk and the most voluminous wing-back chair Eliza had ever seen sat by the back windows. The floors were covered with red, cream, and black patterned Persian rugs, and the windows were draped in ocher velvet held in place by silky tassels.


Despite its size, the room was warm and inviting, and the moment she entered, Eliza knew she would spend most of her time in it, if she were allowed. Henry watched her intently as she turned about the room, inspecting some volumes on the bookshelves and looking at a book of prints of exotic animals he had left on the table for her to find. But what really drew her attention was the globe standing in the corner by the back window. Her eyes found his. “What’s this round thing?”


Henry abandoned his post by the door and strolled over to join her. “A globe. It shows you where places are in the world.” He turned it and found England. “This is where we are.”


She leaned closer to see where he was pointing: the picture of a town on an irregular brown and green shape. “You mean that tiny little town here is supposed to be London?”


Henry smiled at her wide-eyed disbelief. “It’s a representation. All the green and brown parts with the towns and mountains painted on them are land. And all the blue area with the ships and fish in it are oceans.”


He circled his finger around the British Isles, naming places as he went. “That’s Ireland, that’s England, and here is Scotland, where Rob Roy is set.”


Understanding dawned as Eliza’s gaze followed Henry’s fingers across the globe. All the places in the world could be found on this painted wooden ball. “Can you show me Italy? You told me Romeo and Juliet’s Verona is a real place.”


Henry turned the globe and pointed to the north of the Italian Peninsula. She studied the area for a moment, then another city caught her interest.


“Venice is in Italy?”


“Yes, it is a city state on the Italian Peninsula.”


“Amazing, I had no idea. Where is Arabia … or is it a made-up country like the stories?”


He smiled at her and turned the globe again. “No, indeed, Arabia is rather a big country full of sand and Beduins. They make nice carpets,” he indicated the floor, “and tell good stories.”


She took a closer look at the floor coverings, then turned to him with a mixture of awe and yearning. “You have all these things and you know what they are and where they come from and how to use them.” She let her fingers trail over the continents on the globe, then ran her eyes over the volumes lined up along the walls. “I wish I knew more about the world. Do you think I could come back here tomorrow, find out some more?”


Delighted with Eliza’s quick mind and hunger for knowledge, Henry didn’t hesitate. “By all means. You’re welcome here whenever you please, and if you have any questions about the things you find here, just ask.” He hesitated a moment and then offered, “When the weather clears up, I might be able to show you a little more of the world too … at least, what there is to see of the world here in London.”


Her smile beamed with barely contained anticipation. “Really, could you? My da’ took us to London once to see the lions at the Tower, and then we watched the fine ladies and gentlemen driving in the park. But apart from that, I’ve never been anywhere.”


And then her face fell. Henry felt it as keenly as if the color had drained out of the world around them.


“Oh, we better not. Wilkins is probably still looking for me.” She put on a brave smile. “I’ll just find out about the world from right here.”


But she couldn’t hide forever. It occurred to Henry it might be better for Wilkins to find her while she was still under his protection. After all, she wouldn’t be staying in his house indefinitely, much as he might like that. He was a bachelor—with a certain reputation, no less—and she was far too pretty for people not to start assuming her to be his mistress, if she stayed beyond her recuperation.


Not that Henry didn’t want her. He wanted her more every day. But by now he was fairly certain she was still innocent, and he had no intention of depriving her of any future prospects by ruining her. But all he was really contemplating was whether or not to take her for a drive in the park. And if this Wilkins, or Horace the abhorrent, turned up, and he got to break a few bones on her behalf, so much the better.


“I don’t think he is looking for you in Mayfair. As long as we don’t venture into the seedier parts of town, I expect we can go out.”


She brightened at that. “You think? I don’t want him coming after you either, because I’m with you, you know.”


Warmed by her concern for him, he assured her, “We will take Roberts or William with us wherever we go. Would that make you feel safe?”


She smiled at him despite her misgivings. “If you think it’s safe, that’s good enough for me.”


Henry felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her all his motives, but she truly couldn’t hide out at his house forever.


“That’s my girl. So if it doesn’t rain tomorrow, we will go for a drive in the park. And now off to bed with you. No sense in tiring yourself out too much.”


He led her back to her room, where Mrs. Tibbit made her feel comfortable for the evening. He, however, changed into evening attire, and went to meet his friend for dinner at White’s.





CHAPTER FIVE


HENRY WALKED UP THE FEW STEPS TO THE FRONT door at White’s, waving jovially to the dandies in the great bay window. Amazing how some things never changed. A hundred years or more the club had existed, and ever since they put in that bay window, the most outrageous dressers of each generation had claimed it for themselves to see and be seen.


Thankfully, those gentlemen were usually satisfied with a wave for a greeting, but as soon as Henry had handed his beaver and gloves to the attendant and asked where he might find Viscount Fairly, one of them separated from the group, seemingly intent on speaking with him.


“March, wait up a moment.”


Henry turned toward the speaker, inwardly groaning. The man really had no redeeming qualities except his ability to tie a perfect waterfall. But one had to acknowledge one’s former classmates, particularly the ones that helped maintain one’s cover. “Ellert, what brings you to town at this dreary time of year?”


Ellert affected an exaggerated eye roll. “Woman trouble, don’t you know. Lissa is getting too clingy. You wouldn’t want to trade, would you?”


The man referred to Henry’s former mistress Millie. How or why Ellert thought he could do better than his current mistress was beyond Henry. The girl was pretty as a picture and inexplicably devoted to Ellert. Henry contemplated for a moment whether he should let the man know he no longer considered himself Millie’s protector, but decided against it. Better to play along and keep the mystique going.


“Tempting, Ellert, tempting. However, I doubt Millie would stand for being traded, even by me.”


Ellert shrugged and laughed at Henry’s crude joke. “Worth a shot, Henry. Worth a shot!”


With that he stalked back to his group, leaving Henry to make his way up the stairs to the dining room where the attendant had indicated he would find his friend.


As soon as Henry entered the room, Robert Pemberton, the Viscount Fairly, beckoned him from the far side, where he had reserved a table by one of the tall windows overlooking St. James’s Street.


The viscount was the tall, blond, blue-eyed, heroic type, too pretty for most people to take seriously, but Henry knew better. Robert was honorable, courageous, and loyal, and could even be ruthless if need be. The two of them had been the best of friends ever since Henry’s first year at Eton more than twenty years ago, and serving together under Wellington had only strengthened their bond.


Robert stood at Henry’s approach and shook his hand with a warm smile on his far too beautiful face. Henry returned the smile and the handshake and dropped into the chair opposite the viscount.


“How is the fair Millie?”


“Expensive,” Robert said dryly. Then a naughty grin spread across his classic features. “But Lord, does she know what to do in the bedchamber.”


Henry grinned right back. “I told you. Worth every penny.”


Robert assessed him with a shrewdness few knew he possessed. “That begs the question why you steered her my way. I know you can handle the expense.”


Henry shrugged and looked out the window. “The skills of a practiced courtesan only go so far. I just couldn’t bring myself to like her.”


Robert was familiar with the sadness in Henry’s eyes and hoped someday soon Henry would find a woman who could be a true companion to him, not just a momentary distraction. But as long as he couldn’t bring himself to trust a woman, the viscount knew that hope to be futile.


Both men were grateful the waiter chose that moment to deliver their meal. The roast beef was pink just as they liked it, the Yorkshire puddings plump, and the roasted turnips crisp. They assembled their plates and doused them with gravy before resuming their conversation.


“How was your trip north?”


Henry answered between bites of succulent beef. “Productive.”


Robert shrugged dismissively and shoveled a forkful of gravy-soaked Yorkshire pudding into his mouth.


“Profitable,” Henry offered with a glint in his eyes, knowing full well Robert had no interest in knowing how much his estates had brought in this year.


Robert just glared at him and returned his attention to his beef.


“Informative,” Henry said, and waited for Robert’s lips to twitch with amusement.


The viscount did not disappoint: he pinned Henry with a curious stare. “Do tell.”


Robert’s voice had been low, but Henry threw a quick glance at the gentlemen being seated at the table behind them, gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, and launched into a description of how crop rotation had doubled his profits over the past five years.


By the time they finished their meal, they were discussing Prinny’s latest excesses, but when the waiter offered them port, they opted instead to enjoy a brandy in the smoking room. Henry stood and bowed deeply to the two gentlemen at the table behind them. “Your Grace. My lord.”


Robert turned as well and made an equally respectful bow. “Your servant, Your Grace. Jennings.”


Bowing again, they made their way to the smoking room, where they situated themselves in a corner opposite the entrance, both looking out into the room as they relaxed in the comfortable leather chairs set at an angle so no one would be able to stand behind them.


The smoking room was easily the most comfortable room in the club. The high ceilings let the smoke dissipate somewhat, the burgundy drapes and dark walnut paneling rendered the room cozy despite its size, and the leather armchairs were supremely comfortable.


The two friends ordered brandy and cigars and settled in.


“So you still think Elridge is involved?”


The din in the room was moderate so early in the evening. Henry let his eyes travel lazily across the room, making sure no one listened in on their conversation. “More likely someone close to him. I have never had any personal dealings with him, but I doubt a peer of the realm as politically active and powerful as he would knowingly resort to treason.”


He paused as a waiter approached with a box of cigars and lit them both. Henry puffed fragrant blue smoke in the air in front of them, the very picture of genteel contentment.


“You know we narrowed the leak down to Elridge or Davenport. Well, the Old Man sent me north to investigate the latter, and although the fool definitely talks too much, he is not a traitor. Neither do any of his cronies fit the description we got in France.”


Robert’s voice was grave, in total contrast to the nonchalant pose he presented to any onlookers. “Back to the drawing board then, so to speak.” He elegantly sipped his brandy. “It is a perpetual mystery to me how the bastard has managed to elude us all this time.”


Henry grunted, the rough sound the only evidence that he agreed with Robert. “We would have got to him by now if we didn’t have to tiptoe around major titles. But patience, my friend. He will slip up sooner or later, or perhaps he already has and we just haven’t found the evidence yet.”


Robert was about to reply, but deftly changed the subject when His Grace, the Duke of Elridge, appeared in the doorway and stopped to survey the room. Henry scrupulously avoided looking at the duke, but could feel the man’s eyes on him and wondered at the sudden interest.


THE FOLLOWING DAY BROUGHT PALE sunshine and clear skies. Henry sent word to Eliza to get ready for their drive in the park. Eliza donned her blue wool gown without delay and came downstairs, but left her cloak draped over the banister to follow the faint strains of music to the music room. There she found Henry at the piano, looking intently at his sheet music while his fingers played the tune.


Eliza stopped at the open door and enjoyed the music. He was in his shirtsleeves again, having carelessly discarded his hunter green jacket on a nearby chair. Tall boots and buckskin breeches and waistcoat marked him as a sportsman, not at all the kind of fellow you might expect to play the piano with some skill. But there he was, absorbed in studying this piece of music.


Henry played his way through the entirety of the song, humming along as he went, and didn’t turn around until he heard the soft rustle of Eliza’s skirts as she moved away from the door.


“Good morning, Eliza.”


She smiled brightly, walking farther into the room. “Good morning to you too, Sir Henry. That was lovely. What’s the song called?”


Henry turned back to look at the sheet music. “Heidenröslein.”


Eliza’s entire expression was a question mark as she waited for him to elaborate.


Henry’s face split into a wide grin, enjoying her reaction to his tease. “It’s German and means ‘little rose of the field.’ Don’t ask me how Germans get that much information into one word.”


“Oh, that of course explains everything.” She nodded wisely, which made his lips twitch again.


“It just came in the post. My cousin Anton sent it to me. It’s by a man called Franz Schubert, who is apparently all the rage in Vienna at present.”


She dropped the game, curiosity getting the better of her. “So you have a cousin in Vienna and you can speak German?”


His smile turned rueful. “Yes, well, my grandmother is German, and Grossmama insists we all speak German in her presence. And believe me, you do what my grandmother says; after all, she is the Dowager Duchess of Avon.”


Eliza’s intake of breath was audible as she let herself flop onto the piano bench next to him. And then, for the first time in his hearing, she fell into a broad cockney accent. “Christ a’mighty! Your grandma’s a duchess?”


Henry chuckled at her loss of decorum and couldn’t resist prodding her just a little more. “Oh, she is more than that. She started off as the Princess Ruth of Prussia before my grandfather took her down a peg or two and made her his duchess. The Avons are not royal dukes, you see.”


Eliza shook her head in bewilderment. “A duke’s a duke from where I stand.”


Henry gave her a quizzical look and decided he needed to put her at ease again. “Eliza, even a duchess is just a woman in the end. As it happens, you would like her, and she would like you.”


Eliza’s eyes went wide. “She would, you think?”


Henry repeated a few chords of the song he had just played, mostly to give Eliza time to compose herself. “She likes strong women, and she has no time for men who think they can bend her to their will, to my cousin—the duke’s—chagrin, I assure you.”


“Oh dear,” Eliza winced, “of course the duke is your cousin. So what did your grandmother do to earn his displeasure?”


He was glad she had recovered enough to ask about his family. Even so, he wasn’t sure this was the time to answer her question. Henry shrugged. What he was about to say would most likely lead to a barrage of questions from his fair companion. But Eliza had trusted him with her story, had in fact entrusted her life to him. He wanted her to know about his past. “She bullied my cousin into taking in my daughter. Emily is being educated with her cousins in the country, surrounded by her beloved horses and dogs and under the influence of respectable women.”


Despite her shock, Eliza didn’t lose her composure again, her agitation only evident in her white-knuckled grip on the piano bench and the questions pouring out of her. “You have a daughter? But then you must be married. Are you married?”


Henry smiled, but looked her straight in the eyes so she might see his sincerity. “Yes, I have a daughter, and no, I’m not married and never have been. You see, my daughter, Emily, is illegitimate, but that doesn’t mean I love her any less. And since her mother saw fit to send her to me less then twenty-four hours after she was born, with nothing but a verbal message saying she would be better off with me, I’ve taken it upon myself to do the best I can by her.”


Eliza nodded, searching his eyes, slowly calming as the full implication of what he had revealed settled between them. “Of course you did. I can’t imagine you doing anything less, even if most other men would have taken her straight to the workhouse. But her mother giving her away, that I can’t understand.”


Henry shrugged again, uncomfortable with having to make excuses for Cecilia. “Well, in her defense, her husband probably insisted upon it.”


Eliza’s lips formed a silent whistle. “That must be quite a story. Will you tell me?”


Henry stood and picked up his jacket, eager to get outside. “Yes. But it’s a long story, so I’ll tell you whilst we are driving in the park.” He surveyed her quickly, noting she wore the blue wool again. “Where is your cloak? It’s cold, even with the sun out.”


“Oh, I left it on the banister in the hall.”


Henry led her to the foyer, where he picked up her cloak, put it around her shoulders, and fastened the toggles for her since she couldn’t do it herself with only one hand. Eliza blushed, knowing it wasn’t proper for him to help her, but relishing his nearness.


By the time he was done, the curricle had pulled up outside; and William, the footman, held the door for them.


ELIZA ADMIRED THE BEAUTIFULLY MATCHED grays, whom she couldn’t remember from the first time she’d been in this conveyance, and enjoyed the sun on her face.


They turned from Cavendish Square into Holles Street and from there right, into Oxford Street toward Marble Arch. There they entered Hyde Park and followed Park Lane all the way to the Serpentine.


Eliza marveled at the stately homes along the way and gawked at the hustle and bustle of Oxford Street, where the fashionable shopped and the traffic was brutal. But once they entered the park, where it was quiet at this time of the day, she turned her attention to Henry and his story once more. “How old is Emily?”


Henry let the horses trot a little faster, now they were out of traffic. “She is eleven, almost twelve.” His voice turned soft with affection when he spoke of his daughter.


“You must have been about my age when you had her.”


Henry glanced at her, then refocused on the horses. “I was nineteen. Her mother was two and twenty, and I was madly in love with her.”


He kept his tone light, but it was clear he had come to regret his folly. “And she was married,” Eliza prompted.


“And she was married. I was an underage student with no independent income.” He sighed. “Not that that stopped her from having an affair with me. I should have known from that alone she had no integrity. But I was young and stupid and in love. She was beautiful, her husband much older, and she gave me the impression he was less than kind to her.”


His voice had grown bitter as the memories crowded in on him.


“In any case, he found out and threatened to bury her in the country, so I persuaded her to run away with me. We made it all the way to Brussels before my very limited funds ran out, and I took a position as a clerk in a shipping office. I didn’t mind really, I quite liked the independence of earning my own money. But Cecilia hated it. She hated not having money to go shopping. She hated not having her maid. She hated living in the two small rooms I had thought so romantic. She hated that I had to work. And by the time her husband and my father caught up with us, I think she hated me.”


He paused there, his face stark with remembered pain, his eyes trained resolutely between the horses’ heads. He swallowed, but when he continued, his voice was steady. “In any event, she chose to go back to her rich husband and the comfortable life she had had in Oxford, despite the fact she had just found out she was pregnant, or maybe because of it. I don’t know, I never got to talk to her about it, or anything else for that matter.”


Henry’s jaw was clenched with the impotent fury he still felt after all these years. “My father forced me to come back home with him. He had me transferred to Cambridge and made my allowance dependent on staying away from Cecilia. Not that I wanted to see her at that point. She had deserted me for money, after all.”


Straightening his shoulders, he braced himself for the telling of the next part of his story. “I had even resigned myself to another man raising my child, when I got a message from her maid asking me to come to a crossroad outside Oxford, and not to leave until I had spoken to her personally.”


He fiddled with the reins, his voice now rather hoarse. “It was all rather mysterious, but I calculated that the baby should have been born by then, and I dared to hope I would be allowed to see my child, perhaps even finally talk to Cecilia.”


Henry took a deep breath before he continued. “There was an inn close by, so I waited in the crossroad from morning to night for two days before the maid showed up with my tiny newborn daughter. She didn’t even get out of the coach. She just handed me the crying bundle, told me her mistress said she would be better off with me, and told the coachman to drive on.”


He shook his head. “I couldn’t believe the callousness of it. It was January and freezing. Emily was wrapped in only a thin blanket, and there was no wet nurse. I had no idea what to do with a screaming infant, but I figured she was cold and starving, so I tucked her under my coat and took her to the inn, where I begged the landlady to help me. She sent me to her sister, who was nursing her own infant.”


Henry wiped his gloved hand over his face, glad he had made it through the worst of his tale. “She fed Emily until I could engage a permanent wet nurse. I took her to my father’s house, but he refused to take my bastard in, so I learned to take care of her myself. Emily turned out to be all right with the help of my grandmother, but as far as Cecilia is concerned … ”


Henry shrugged and gave her an almost apologetic smile. Eliza smiled back and nodded. She understood—his feelings for the opposite sex had been marred by Cecilia’s betrayal. She knew how trust was easily lost and difficult to regain.


“Thank you for telling me.”


He shook his head and reached for her hand, gratified when she didn’t shy away. “No, Eliza, thank you for listening. I know it’s not a pretty tale.”


He caught her eyes, and she held his gaze. There were so many questions. She knew how bastards were treated in her parish and could only hope the rich had more compassion. After all, it wasn’t the child’s fault. “What will happen to Emily? Will your circle accept her?”


Henry was further encouraged by Eliza’s concern for his daughter. “Well, she will have a lady’s education and she will be an heiress. I became a very wealthy man when my father died ten years ago. But my grandmother informs me that if I truly want to give Emily a chance and make the haut ton overlook her illegitimacy, I will have to marry a lady of impeccable lineage and repute. And I will have to marry in time to rehabilitate myself in the eyes of society before Emily can be brought out.”


Eliza raised one eyebrow. “Have you anyone in mind?”


Henry released a short bark of laughter. “Indeed not. The usual society debutantes remind me far too much of Cecilia to give them a second glance. But I suppose in a couple of years I will have to start my search in earnest.”


She shook her head. It seemed money and privilege didn’t make life any less confusing. “There has to be a woman out there you can at least respect.”


He squeezed her hand, and his warmth relieved some of the chill lingering under her cloak.


“Yes. You,” he said quietly.


She laughed out loud; she couldn’t help it, despite the compliment. “That won’t do Emily any good.”


Henry joined her laughter. “Not Emily, but me perhaps.”


That at last made Eliza blush. She so hoped she could do something for him, even though marriage was completely out of the question. He had done so much for her.


Eliza took a moment to look around Hyde Park as they drove under the winter-bare trees along the Serpentine. It was a beautiful expanse of green even in this season, and she savored the intermittent sunshine after all the time she had spent indoors. The good weather had brought out a number of walkers and riders despite the unfashionable hour. There were children at play, watched over by governesses and nursemaids with prams. Rotten Row, some ways to the right, was busy with riders, and the paths were populated by a few ladies walking in groups and the occasional gentleman walking alone.


One particular gentleman caught her attention. He was tall and well-dressed in a black coat and top hat, and stood to the side of a path observing them. At least, that was what she thought at first, but once she looked a little closer, she realized the gentleman was positively glaring at Sir Henry. The intensity of the man’s cold gray stare was somewhat disturbing, but just when Eliza decided to make Henry aware of it, the man turned abruptly and disappeared behind a stand of evergreens.


The whole thing had happened so quickly, Eliza couldn’t be sure of what exactly she had seen, and since there was no longer anyone to point out, she turned her attention back to Henry. She pulled her hand from under his and threaded it through his arm in a gesture of friendship, and he leaned in a little to touch his shoulder to hers and smiled down at her. That smile turned into a frown when he noticed her bare hand. “Good Lord, Eliza, where are your gloves?”


She looked at her hand in some confusion. “I don’t need gloves.”


The line between his eyebrows deepened. “Of course you need gloves, it’s bloody freezing. Wrap your hands in your cloak and we shall stop on the way back and get you some.” With a decisive nod, he took up the reins with both hands again and encouraged the horses to increase their speed.


“You don’t have to buy me gloves. I survived eighteen years without them, I’ll be fine,” Eliza protested. But she stuck her hands back under the cloak when he turned to her with mock severity.


“You need gloves. In fact, I’ll take you to Covent Garden tomorrow and buy you a muff as well.”


She had heard of Covent Garden, and was pretty sure Wilkins would be familiar with it too, which made her nervous about going there.


But Henry nudged her shoulder again and grinned down at her. “Come on, it will be fun. There is a market hall as well as an open air market. Both have dozens of different stalls where you can buy almost anything you can think of. Not to mention all the street performers outside the Opera House.”


Eliza grinned back at him, unable to conceal her longing to go to such a place. “I would like to see that.”


“Then you shall.” Henry, having decided on a course of action, turned back into Oxford Street and headed toward home. Eliza, however, felt a prickle of apprehension as soon as they left the park. She wasn’t sure if she should attribute the raised hair on the back of her neck to the planned trip to Covent Garden, or if someone had spied her already. She carefully scanned the faces on Oxford Street, but saw none that were familiar.


Henry felt the nervous energy coursing through her. “What is it?”


She rubbed the back of her neck. “Nothing, just a feeling.”


Henry gave her a sharp look, then carefully scanned the street around them, but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “We will take both Will and Roberts along, if that would make you feel better.”


She nodded and smiled up at him, grateful she didn’t have to explain.


BEHIND THEM, A DAPPER-LOOKING GENTLEMAN in a gaudy polka-dotted neckcloth appeared to be studying the display in the window of a tobacco shop, but turned to look after the curricle as it passed. “Cozyin’ up in an open carriage? With Sir Henry no less? Wilkins won’t be ’appy about that.” He chuckled and signaled a shifty individual lounging outside a nearby pub. “Keep yar peepers on them two. I wanna know if they sneeze.”


He then turned and sauntered down Oxford Street, twirling his walking stick and whistling a merry tune.


“Revenge is sweet. Ain’t that right, Sir Henry?”





CHAPTER SIX


THE NEXT MORNING DAWNED RAINY AND COLD and brought dispatches from one of Henry’s estates demanding his attention. The outing to Covent Garden was postponed to a more hospitable day, and Henry departed to attend to business with his solicitor.


Eliza, left to her own devices, elected to spend the day in the library, where a fire made the room cozy, and the light by the back windows was good for reading.


Henry found her there sometime after lunch, when he came into the library to deal with the rest of the mail on his desk. He only noticed her once he was seated behind it. She had made herself comfortable in the enormous wing-back chair facing the rear window, with her legs tucked up under her and the skirts of her blue-and-white striped dress tucked around her feet. In fact, someone standing in the middle of the room would have no clue there was another person present, except for the slippers she had kicked off and left under the chair.


She was the picture of contented comfort, with a soft white knitted shawl draped around her shoulders and her elbow propped on the armrest so her hand could cradle the side of her head. Her dress had a square-cut neckline and three-quarter-length sleeves. The bodice was form-fitting to the waist and then opened into a full skirt, which allowed for her legs to cross beneath. It wasn’t a terribly fashionable gown, but she loved the penny-sized silver buttons down the front and approved of the vertical stripes that made her look taller.


Eliza lifted her nose out of her book and smiled at Henry. “Good afternoon, Sir Henry. Did you get all your work done?”


Henry grimaced at the stack of letters before him. “Not quite, but the rain has stopped, so once I have dealt with what is in front of me, perhaps you would like to go for a turn about the square?”


Eliza’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Oh, don’t worry yourself on my account, I’m in excellent company.” She held up her book so he could read the title.


His eyes sparkled when they returned to hers. “Tom Jones. Indeed I am surprised you tore yourself away long enough to acknowledge my presence.”


Eliza smiled wickedly, in total contrast with the blush staining her cheeks. “He is just about to climb into some lady’s boudoir. So, no rush!”


“I’m not sure I should allow you to pollute your mind with all that debauchery,” he commented, only half in jest, but she had already turned her attention back to the book.


“It’s very educational,” Eliza quipped.


With an appreciative laugh, Henry left her to her book and turned his attention back to his correspondence. The companionable silence descending over the library was new to him, but so very, very welcome.


AN HOUR LATER HENRY HAD worked himself down to the last of his letters and was looking forward to teasing Eliza about her risqué reading material, when he became aware of a commotion in the front hall.


A shrill female voice demanded to be taken to Sir Henry. In fact, the lady refused to take no for an answer, and the staccato of her heels accompanied her demands as she opened doors to look for him.


Henry, in the meantime, had matched the voice to his not-yet-officially dismissed mistress, Millie, and rose to take care of the situation when his eyes fell on Eliza. All color had drained from her face, and she was looking around in a panic trying to find a safe place to hide. Henry held her gaze for a moment. “What is it?”


Eliza motioned wildly to the door. “Sounds like Horace’s missus. They found me.”


Henry moved to her side and grabbed both her hands to calm her. “No, I know who it is. Calm yourself, I’ll go and take care of it.”


Eliza was not convinced. “Who is it then? I don’t want you to get hurt on my account.”


Henry couldn’t help a wry chuckle. “Don’t worry, I won’t. Her name is Millie and she is the reigning queen of Drury Lane.” He smiled apologetically. “She may also still consider herself my mistress.”


Eliza’s eyes went wide, her lips forming a perfect O, but the tension went out of her body. She sank back down into the wing-back chair and refolded her legs beneath herself before cocking her head up at him. “In that case, you better go talk to her before William has an apoplexy.”


Her cheeks dimpling, Eliza used a silk ribbon to hold her place in Mr. Fielding’s lusty tale, in expectation of a scene at least as entertaining as Tom’s antics.


BEFORE LONG, THE DOOR SWUNG open, and a determined Millie made her entrance. Her sky-blue eyes swept the library with the efficiency of a Bow Street detective, despite her obvious fury at being treated as less than a lady by the indignant doorman who followed on her heels.


“You can’t just barge in there!” wailed William from the hall.


“Oh, go f … ”


The vulgar expletive died on Millie’s lips as she realized she had found her quarry. She proceeded to demonstrate why she was considered one of the more talented actresses of her generation.


Millie immediately checked her temper, infused her face with a slow smile to indicate her pleasure at seeing Henry, and slowed her walk to a seductive swing of the hips. By the time she spoke again, her voice had lost its shrill tone and hard East End edge. Now it rippled like velvet.


“Henry, my dearest, sweet, sweet man, have you been working all this time? Is that why I haven’t seen you, my love? The last time you came to me, you told me you had to go to one of your estates to work, and now I find you still working.” She shook her head sadly, which made her blond corkscrew curls dance most enticingly around her neck and over the top of her pushed-up bosom. “I’m so glad I came. You need a break and I know just how to relax you.” She purred and smiled invitingly, her eyes widening with the promise of passion.


Henry could still see Eliza out of the corner of his eyes and shot her a quelling look as she clamped both hands over her mouth to contain her mirth. She couldn’t see the woman, but the change in her voice, what she said and how she said it, had Eliza in stitches. Henry, too, couldn’t quite hide his amusement as he moved past Eliza and into the room to greet his neglected mistress.


Millie, meanwhile, leaned slightly forward to display the luminous expanse of her pale bosom in the most outrageously low-cut red satin dress he had ever seen anybody wear in broad daylight. She was clearly on a mission, and it behooved him to find out what it might be.


“Millie, my darling, you look simply ravishing. Did I buy you that dress? I must say it was worth every penny.”


She followed the ample curves of her body with both her hands and replied, “Oh no, my love, that was Fairly.” And shrugging somewhat apologetically, she added, “You haven’t been around, and I didn’t have a stitch to wear.”


The sting of the revelation was considerably dulled by the fact that it had been his idea to hand her off to Robert. But Henry was aware of a suppressed giggle from behind the wing-back chair, so he moved past Millie to the wine decanter by the front fireplace, to make her turn back into the room. Satisfied Millie now had her back to Eliza in the wing-back chair, he filled two glasses with claret and handed one to Millie.


It may have been his idea to tell Robert to make a play for her, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make her sweat a little for her faithlessness. “So, Fairly, hm? Where is the strapping young viscount now?”


Millie, encouraged by his apparent need for alcohol, fluttered her eyelashes with what she liked to think of as charming innocence and walked her fingers up his chest while she took a sip of wine.


Eliza, her hilarity having given way to curiosity, risked a peek around the side of her chair. All comparisons to Tom Jones forgotten, it was suddenly imperative to know what kind of woman held Henry’s interest.


Millie set her glass on a side table and presented her claret-stained lips to Henry. When he showed no signs of taking the bait, she slowly licked the claret off her lips and pouted. “Out of town.”


Henry nodded and granted her a sympathetic pat on the rump. “Ah, you find yourself at loose ends, my dear? Surely it isn’t another wardrobe you need, so what brings you here?”


Millie gave him a little smile as if to say, I know I’m naughty, but I also know you will forgive me because I’m adorable and you want me. All the while her hips brushed against his groin in a slow circular motion that made him hiss in a breath between his teeth. When she was certain of his favorable reaction, she let her hands trail down his chest and around his waist, down to his buttocks, and pulled herself closer into his erection. “Why, Henry, I am making sure you are not working too hard, of course.”


She let her hands slide to the front of his breeches, where she caressed him and opened the first button. “Why don’t you sit down and let me take care of you … and then you can take me shopping. I found the most delicious little hat to go with this dress.”


Henry caught her hands before she could open another button and thanked the heavens she had finally come to the point. His body urged him to take Millie upstairs and make her work for that hat, but he was keenly aware of Eliza in the wing-back chair, and that it wasn’t Millie he wanted. “Much as I appreciate your talents, I don’t think we should go behind the viscount’s back. He is a friend, you know. Now he has taken my place, he might as well keep it, don’t you think?”


Millie’s eyes came up slowly to meet his, and comprehension dawned in them. She had overplayed her hand and this was to be goodbye. Her hands went to her hips in a decidedly unladylike stance and she narrowed her eyes at him. “You dirty, loathsome….”


His raised hand stayed her. “Now, now, Millie, no need to get into a temper. I tell you what, why don’t you go shopping for that hat and have them send me the bill. Call it a parting gift.”


At that, the smile returned, but she was still pouting. “What will I do till Fairly gets back?”


Grinning at her antics, Henry retrieved a fifty-pound bill from his box on the desk. But when he looked over to the wing chair, Eliza was glaring at him. She had obviously seen and not just heard some of what had passed between Millie and him, and did not approve. He tried to reassure her by holding her gaze and giving his head a tiny shake, hoping Eliza would understand he was just trying to part amicably with the lady, that he didn’t want Millie. He wanted her.


Henry folded the banknote as he walked back to Millie and tucked it into her bodice. “I’m sure you will think of something.” Then he turned her around and marched her toward the door.


She sighed heavily and sent him a dramatic glance over her shoulder. “Goodbye, Henry. It was fun while it lasted.”


Smiling, he winked at her. “It certainly was. Goodbye, Millie. William will show you out.”


Holding her head high, Millie made her exit in style, while William sprinted ahead to open the front door for her.


Eliza let out a relieved breath and chuckled. “So much for the tart.”


HENRY CLOSED THE DOOR AND stood there for a moment trying to call his aroused body to order, but Eliza stirred in her chair, and her presence drew him like a lodestone.


Moving closer, he leaned over the back of her chair in an attempt to spare her the sight of his erection. Eliza glanced up at him and raised an eyebrow. The thought she’d been jealous of Millie made him happier than he cared to admit, but he also felt the need to explain.


“Try not to judge me too harshly. The woman is skilled, and I’m only human.”


Eliza’s face was tilted up to him; her eyes mocking him gently. “Oh, you poor, dear, sweet man,” she said, imitating Millie’s purr, “is that why you are hiding behind the chair? Did she put a bulge in your pants?”


Henry let his hand drop over the back of the chair to tease one of her curls, and was just about to ask if she knew what to do with a bulge in a man’s breeches when she added, “At least you’re not chasing me around the room trying to rub it against me.”


There was a bitter note in her voice, and the comment was such a stunning mix of crude awareness and innocence that Henry felt ashamed of his urges. “We’re not all like that. It can be beautiful, you know, what lies between a man and a woman.”


They had both sobered, aware something had just changed. She met his eyes and nodded despite the blush staining her neck and face. Her eyes held a question, and she looked so beautiful with her face tilted toward him and the gentle curve of her breasts beyond, he couldn’t help himself. He traced the curve of her neck with the curl he still held between his fingers.


When the pad of his index finger started to follow the same path, he felt her shiver, but she held his gaze. He let his finger follow her collarbone to the square-cut décolletage of her blue-and-cream striped dress and, from there, dip to the soft swell of her breast.


His eyes were dark and smoldering now, and Eliza realized he had sent Millie away because of her. She wanted to believe him, part of her even wanted him to show her. But all she had ever done was run from the unwanted attention of the men around her. Even as her breath hitched in her throat at the touch of his finger, she lost her nerve and lowered her gaze.


Henry silently cursed himself for frightening her. He could readily imagine what kind of men she would have had to fend off at the inn. The crude jokes, the lewd comments, the rough, dirty hands grabbing at her. It was enough to make him ill.


He lifted his hand away from her, flashed her a rueful grin, and attempted to make light of it. “Easy, sweetheart! No need to worry, I’ll be civilized again soon enough.”


He waited till she met his eyes, and smiled his apology. “I’ll see you at dinner.” Then he headed out of the room.


ELIZA SAT THERE FOR A while, watching the bare branches of the elm tree outside the library window sway in the breeze, and tried to make sense of what had just almost happened.


Henry rarely dined at home, preferring his club and the company of his friends. She wondered whether he would come to her room and eat with her there, or if she was meant to meet him in the dining room.


And after their almost kiss, did he mean to take things further?


What would he do if she said no? His caress had been soft and gentle, but she knew how fast a man’s hand could turn into a fist. Would he hurt her too if he didn’t get what he wanted?


He had saved her, housed her, clothed her, fed her, entertained her, and, more recently, confided in her and flirted with her. Did he expect her to give him her body in exchange for these kindnesses? It was a reasonable assumption and one she understood. That was how the men she had known so far would see the situation. And human nature remained the same whether you were born in a Mayfair mansion or a cramped roadside inn.


Did he know she had wanted him to kiss her, and now thought her a wanton, no better than Wendy the barmaid who brought in customers because she lifted her skirts for a shilling?


The old panic she had lived with at the inn seized her and she rose, resettling her arm in the sling. She paced the length of the library twice before she could calm herself enough to think rationally. Not every man was crude and brutal; her father had been proof of that. She had just been keeping the wrong company.


Eliza knew Henry to be kind and considerate, so she saw no reason to be afraid of him. But was he waiting for her to come to him, or did he really not expect anything from her like Mrs. Tibbit insisted? She had told Eliza he never dallied with anybody living under his roof.


But she didn’t really live under his roof. She didn’t work for him and therefore didn’t depend on him for her livelihood. He had picked her up off the side of the road, where she would have died had he not intervened. She was staying in his house temporarily, and no matter what he or Mrs. Tibbit said, or how much he treated her as a friend, there was no way around the fact that she owed him.


Then there was the small matter of him being the most handsome, most intelligent, most amusing, and cleanest man she had ever met. She thoroughly enjoyed spending time with him. She wanted to know the things he had to teach her, and she suspected being kissed and touched by him would be exciting, pleasurable even, rather than repulsive.


She merely didn’t like the idea he might expect it of her.


Her ruminations were cut short by Mrs. Tibbit, who came to tell her Sir Henry had indeed ordered dinner at home and had extended an invitation to her to join him. In the meantime, he had taken off for a ride in the park, and Eliza joined Mrs. Tibbit in her parlor for a sewing lesson.


Eliza was grateful for the activity and the chance to think of a future she could build without the undue influence of men.


THE FIRST THING HENRY DID when Eliza came downstairs for dinner was to apologize to her.


He met her at the bottom of the stairs, waited until she stood right in front of him, and took both her hands in his. “Eliza, I am so sorry I took liberties with you in the library earlier. Please forgive my behavior.”


Taken aback, she nodded her acceptance. Seeing the sincerity in his eyes, she felt ashamed she had thought Henry capable of being as base and coarse as the men she had known so far. Pushing aside the painful feelings the earlier incident had dredged up from her past, she decided to make light of the situation.


The dimple in her cheek appeared and, letting a trace of the inn color her voice, she observed, “That Millie did have you riled up good and proper.”


Henry’s self-effacing chuckle ended in a shake of his head. “Yes, she did. But if I didn’t find you attractive, what happened between you and me wouldn’t have happened.” He smiled another apology, but remained serious. “Eliza, you are a guest in my house and you have a right to feel safe here. I like spending time with you, and I want you to feel comfortable in my company, so I promise I will never take advantage of you. And,” he said with a crooked smile, “I will do my best to keep my hands to myself.”


Eliza, her eyes lowered, blushed a lovely shade of crimson at his rather forward declarations. Then she blushed even deeper as she found herself oddly disappointed he would never again touch her ever so softly as he had done in the library.


She managed a steady enough, “Thank you,” and finally looked up at him and smiled.


Satisfied they had cleared up any misunderstanding between them, Henry took her arm and led her to dinner.





CHAPTER SEVEN


IT WAS A FULL WEEK LATER AND EARLY DECEMBER before the horridly soggy winter weather lifted. Sir Henry was soon to depart for Avon to spend time with his daughter and celebrate Christmas with his family.


To that purpose, a beautiful dappled gray two-year-old filly, who was to be Emily’s Christmas present, had been delivered and duly admired on Tuesday afternoon. But when Wednesday dawned crisply cold and sunny, it was finally time for their outing to Covent Garden. They took the town coach since it was too cold for the curricle, and both William and Roberts were to accompany them for security.


Eliza was clad in a high-waisted, claret-colored wool dress, the skirts of which flared out rather voluminously due to the extra petticoats Mrs. Tibbit had insisted upon. She was wrapped in her gray cloak and had pulled on the tan-colored kid gloves that had magically appeared on her dresser a couple of days ago. Her hair was held back by two combs and uncovered apart from the hood of her cloak.


Traffic slowed their progress as they traveled along Oxford Street and then down Regent Street to Piccadilly Circus. The sidewalks of the big avenues were full of shoppers so close to the Christmas holiday, and Eliza marveled at the decorations the various shopkeepers had put up in their windows.


A confectioner had fashioned a nativity scene out of marzipan, and a baker had made icing-frosted gingerbread snowflakes and hung them on red and green satin ribbons in his window. A boot maker had stuffed his boots with nuts and oranges, and more than one merchant had hung mistletoe in their doorways and evergreens in their windows. It was lovely and festive and, although Hampstead boasted a few shops that decorated for the holidays, Eliza had never seen anything like it. She resolved to go for a walk along those streets in the next couple of days to have a closer look at some of the displays.


How Eliza wished her mother could have seen this. Mum had loved Christmas, and one of the last happy memories Eliza had of her mother was last year’s trip to see the Christmas decorations on Hampstead High Street.


They had admired the window displays, bought all the necessary ingredients for their plum pudding, and then Mum had pulled her to a bench built around one of the huge oak trees by the well. She had pulled out the silver locket holding a lock of her father’s hair, the one her mother had worn daily before she had married Horace, and put it around Eliza’s neck.


“That’s the last I have of my Jack,” she’d said with a sad smile. “Wear it for me, but make sure Horace never sees it. He’d filch it from you and give it to that whore of his.”


Eliza’s hand crept under her cloak to check for where she had pinned the locket to the shoulder straps of her chemise. Sometimes it felt like that smooth bit of silver was the only thing keeping the image of her mother’s broken body at the foot of the stairs at bay, the only thing that stood between Eliza and despair. She knew she was able to wear it openly, now that Horace was no longer there to take it from her, but she still couldn’t quite trust her safety and, until she did, she would keep the locket right where it was.


FROM PICCADILLY THEY TURNED EAST into a warren of smaller streets until they reached the huge market in front of the opera house, commonly known as Covent Garden, even though there had been no gardens in this area for several centuries.


It was a large, cobbled area, covered in market stalls and one rather grand permanent structure, housing the more affluent traders and craftsmen.


They left the coach outside the gates, and Henry took Eliza’s arm while Roberts and William followed behind. It was no doubt a risk bringing her to such a crowded place. But Henry reasoned that with the three of them ready to protect Eliza, this would also be an opportune moment to draw out Wilkins, if he was indeed still after her.


But mostly, Henry wanted to put a smile on his fair companion’s face.


Eliza had never seen so many people in one place. The sights, sounds, and smells made up an almost celebratory atmosphere. It was noisy with all the vendors vying for the shoppers’ attention and joking good-naturedly with their customers in their thick cockney accents. The stalls were covered with colorful canapés, and as far as Eliza could tell, anything one could possibly desire was for sale somewhere in this market, from sweet apples to small mountains of exotic spices and dried fruit, to bales of wool and silk cloth, to books and cheap trinkets, as well as shoes, hats, and furs. It smelled of roasted chestnuts, mulled wine, and unwashed bodies, and someone, somewhere, was roasting meat.


The cries of the hawkers were underscored by the occasional sounds of a fiddle, an old English ballad, and even the distant strains of a bagpipe. Henry explained the best musicians would be at the plaza in front of the Opera House, where the Punch and Judy show was and where the acrobats performed. He promised they would stop there later after they were done shopping.


Sir Henry insisted on freshly roasted chestnuts to munch on while they explored. They meandered through the seasonally large crowd. Representatives of all social strata could be observed perusing the stalls—the market was one of those rare places where the classes mingled naturally, all drawn by the festive atmosphere and the bargains to be had.


They bought cone-shaped bags of sugar plums and candied almonds for Mrs. Tibbit, some delicate doll clothes for Emily’s favorite doll, a length of lovely white-on-white sprigged muslin for Eliza to practice her sewing upon, and, of course, the gloves and muff they had come for.


The gloves were soft gray leather and slid onto Eliza’s fingers like a second skin. Not that she could bear to wear gloves in a place where every stall seemed to hold something that just had to be touched or smelled to be fully appreciated. The muff was, at least to Eliza’s mind, a decadent creation, made of gray rabbit fur and covered on the outside with red velvet.


Rubbing the soft fur against her cheek, she thanked Sir Henry for the handsome gift. But, afraid she would lose the lovely thing in the crush, she let the vendor wrap it for her and handed it to William to carry.


Henry watched Eliza explore, and smiling to himself, relaxed into the experience.


The two servants took the opportunity to do a little Christmas shopping of their own and were soon laden down with purchases. It seemed prudent to send Roberts back to the coach with all the packages and then meet them in the plaza before the Opera House, where the buskers and acrobats performed.


On the way to the plaza, they cut through the big market hall, where Eliza admired a hat in a milliner’s shop. Henry saw the fur-trimmed gray hat with the dark red ribbons and was about to suggest they go in when she hustled past him and pretended to be impatient to see the acrobats. Obviously she was embarrassed about the money he had already spent on her, but the hat would go perfectly with Eliza’s new muff and cape and would make a splendid Christmas present, even if he couldn’t be there to see her unwrap it on Christmas morning.


Henry hadn’t seen anybody who looked remotely how Eliza had described Wilkins, and he felt confident no one had followed them. So he called to William to stay close to Eliza and ducked into the small shop to buy the hat.


AS SOON AS ELIZA STEPPED into the plaza she felt exposed, vulnerable. She couldn’t have explained why; it was just a cold prickle at the nape of her neck, and she told herself to stop being such a ninny and that both Sir Henry and Roberts would be back in a trice. Besides, the burly William stood right next to her, sharing his sugared doughnuts with her, so she was hardly alone. But the prickle of warning would not go away.


They had worked their way into the crowd to get a better look at the tumblers, and so while William marveled at a girl cartwheeling on a tight rope, she looked around her, unable to dismiss her feeling of unease.


There were no familiar faces in the crowd, but the handsome gent in the dapper rust-colored suit and the brown top hat behind her had an odd glint in his eye when he said to no one in particular: “She’s a pretty pigeon.”


The smile he bestowed on her made her skin crawl, and the thought that this creature was ten times worse than Horace occurred to her. But before she could nudge William or cry out around her last bite of doughnut, a broad, callused hand closed over her mouth and a beefy arm pulled her backwards through the crowd. Then the stench of onions and rotting teeth threatened to overwhelm her when Wilkins’s voice whispered in her right ear, “Come along, Liza, play time’s over! I come to collect what’s mine.”


Eyes wide with panic, Eliza tried to get William’s attention by the sheer force of her will. She scratched at Wilkins’s hand as he dragged her mercilessly backwards and kicked at the dapper gent who had parted her cloak to grab her around her waist and kept smiling at her as if they were playing some sort of game.


Within seconds, she couldn’t see William anymore and knew herself to be lost if she couldn’t alert anyone to her plight. She swallowed the last bit of doughnut lodged in her throat and bit down as hard as she could on Wilkins’s fat, dirty middle digit. He bellowed and cursed, but let go of her mouth. By this time they were out of the crowd, and she was being dragged between stalls toward a dark little lane beyond. Eliza threw her head back in desperation, head-butting Wilkins in the process, and screamed with the full force of her lungs.


“HELP! HENRYYYY!!!! HE…AHHH!”


Her scream for help turned into a cry of pain as Wilkins cuffed her around her ear, and the other man’s hand grabbed her breast in a viselike grip and twisted her nipple with excruciating efficiency. “Shut up, bitch, or I’ll tweak the other one too!”


Fear froze any further sound in Eliza’s throat as she looked into the man’s pale, menacing eyes. The smile creeping over his face was pure evil. The vise grip around her nipple relaxed, and his hand started to massage the pain away. She thought she would be sick on his polished boots.


“See Wilkins, it’s always a question of findin’ the right mo’ivator. Soon as we’re in me alley, she can scream all she likes, no one will take no notice.”


With that, he turned her and grabbed her around her waist as Wilkins’s fist closed around her upper arm on the other side. His stupid grin held the promise of more pain to come.


“Right ya are, Mr. Hobbs.”


Now that she could see they were only one stall away from said alley, Eliza knew with blinding clarity she had to make one last stand. Neither Henry nor William could come to her aid if they didn’t know which way she’d gone.


She fervently wished she had ignored the doctor’s advice and donned her stays just for today. They would have offered some protection from Hobbs’s evil fingers. But there was nothing for it: she ignored all the fear pooling in her belly and used the fact they were practically carrying her to pull up her knees and slam down her booted heels on both her captors’ toes. In the same movement, she twisted her arm out of Wilkins’s slackened grip and turned under Hobbs’s arm to head back toward the stall behind her.


“SIR HENRY! HELP!”


She managed to grab the canvas of the rickety stall and upend a table full of brass oil lamps. They clattered to the ground, making an unholy racket, before a merciless hand grabbed her hair right at the nape and yanked her back. Then his hand closed around her other breast, and the white hot fury of pain he inflicted on her rendered her helpless. The pain had left her no breath to scream, but the stall holder’s anger lent her hope he might remember her if Sir Henry came to see what the commotion was all about.


Hobbs hauled her through the last row of stalls and into the alley.


THE ALLEY WAS DARK AND stank of sex and human refuse. Farther into the shadows, one could just make out girls for sale loitering against the walls. This was obviously Hobbs’s kingdom and he didn’t expect anyone to dare follow him here. He pushed Eliza forward. “Crikey, the bint ’as more spirit than what’s good for ’er. Now she’s got matching fucking marks on ’er titties. ’Ow am I supposed to sell ’er if she can’t show ’er tits?”


Wilkins’s laugh was mirthless and derisive. “She’ll have plenty more marks by the time I’m done with ’er. I owe ’er a few just for today, never mind that that nob took what was mine.”


Hobbs, suddenly all business, stopped to square off with Wilkins, keeping an iron grip on Eliza’s arm. “Stop whining, ya snifflin’ pillock. Virgins are overrated anyways, she’ll still be young and tight. But get this straight: this one’s trouble as-is and the only reason I’m still ’ere is ’cause the good Sir Henry owes me a pigeon. So fuck ’er all ya want and I won’t even say anythin’ if ya prefer the wrong ’ole, but put another mark on ’er and ya’ll ’ave a hard time gettin’ your twenty quid off me. Are we understood?”


Wilkins planted his feet, squared his shoulders, and yanked Eliza closer to his side. He extended his neck to get farther into Hobbs’s face and narrowed his eyes. “I’ll do with ’er what I want and I don’t know what ya’re complainin’ about. Ya’re getting ’er all broke in. Since ’er fine gent has already done half the work, all I have to do is make sure she knows one cock’s as good as the next and that gin takes the edge off. That’s what you said. Besides, a deal’s a deal.”


As the pain subsided, Eliza started to follow their exchange and finally found enough breath to voice her disgust. “Fucking bastards! You think I’m Sir Henry’s whore, and now you,” she indicated Wilkins with her head, “are going to force yourself on me and then sell me to this demon here out of revenge? Because you think I gave Sir Henry my virginity, instead of guarding it faithfully so you could be the first bastard to rape me?”


Her eyes flashed angry fire as she looked from one to the other, questioning whether she had all the facts straight. Hobbs assumed a calm, almost gentle demeanor, making Eliza cringe with apprehension. “Come, come now, pigeon, of course he’s had ya. Ya’ve been living in ’is ’ouse and ’e’s famous for ’is great big cock and ’is liking for the ladies. So we’re going to let Wilkins ’ere ’ave his pound of flesh and then … ”


At that moment, Sir Henry emerged from between two stalls with a pistol firmly trained on Hobbs. Eliza wanted to sag in relief, but was all too aware one man against the two of them on Hobbs’s turf was probably a very bad idea, so she shook her head at Henry to warn him away. He nevertheless smiled reassuringly and stepped forward. “Ah, but I’m not done with Miss Eliza yet. So if you would step aside, Mr. Hobbs.”


Hobbs turned to him with a grin and raised his hand, also holding a pistol. “And why would I? This ’ere is my world.”


Henry nodded and seemed to think for a moment. “True enough. But you see … ” He indicated a low roof behind Hobbs, where William was just coming into view with a rifle trained on Hobbs. “This here is William, and he would like nothing better than to put a bullet in your head for hurting his girl. Daisie, you might remember her? I persuaded you to leave her in my care?”


Hobbs was a businessman at heart and had no trouble realizing when a deal was no longer to his advantage. He released Eliza from his grip, lifted his hat, bowed with a flourish, and then retreated farther into the alley, all the while keeping his gun at the ready, just in case.


Wilkins, stunned by this development, yanked Eliza back to him before she could step closer to Sir Henry, and furiously shouted after Hobbs, “You lily-livered bastard! Ya’re supposed ta ’ave me back.”


Hobbs fixed him with cold, hard eyes. “She ain’t worth the trouble. Get yar twenty quid off ’im. He obviously enjoyed her, so he might as well pay. And a word of warning, mate—if ’e still wants ’er, you won’t get ’er off ’im. He can be a right ’ard bastard.” The pimp turned and walked away.


Wilkins took a moment to assimilate what Hobbs had said, then turned to Henry to rail at him. “I paid for a virgin and ya bloody ruined ’er! So if ya want ’er back, it’s gonna cost ya.”


Henry regarded him for a moment. “I’m willing to gift you fifty pounds if you will sign a contract that says you give up all rights to Miss Eliza and you will never come near her again.”


Eliza quickly calculated—Wilkins had only valued her as long as she was a virgin, and he would let her go more readily if he thought her spoiled goods. What Eliza found troubling was that Sir Henry was about to buy her. Her heart sank further as she realized fifty pounds was not a sum she could hope to repay anytime soon. Her only consolation was that being owned by Sir Henry was infinitely preferable to being owned by Wilkins.


Wilkins agreed to the deal. “All right. But show me the money first.”


Henry handed his gun to Roberts, who had appeared behind him, and retrieved a crisp fifty-pound note from his wallet, holding it up for Wilkins to see, right there in a Covent Garden back alley. Eliza couldn’t make up her mind whether it was the bravest or the stupidest thing she had ever seen anybody do.


“There is a scribe in the market, so if you let Eliza go with my man here, we can have the contract drawn up for you to sign. William and I will witness it.”


Wilkins thought about it for a few seconds, but eventually let go of her arm. Henry took Eliza’s shaking hand, held her close for a moment, then handed her over to Roberts. He met her eyes and gave her a little smile, hoping to reassure her. “Wait for me in the carriage. I won’t be long, and then you will be rid of him once and for all,” he whispered to her.


Eliza returned a shaky smile and nodded.





CHAPTER EIGHT


ELIZA HAD KEPT HER WITS ABOUT HER WHILE confronted by the two villains, but now that Sir Henry was fighting her battle for her, she shook so badly her legs could barely carry her. Roberts took her elbow and gently guided her through the market to the carriage, where she spent a tense half hour waiting for the business to be completed and Henry to return.


Roberts put a cup of mulled wine in her hand, which settled her nerves somewhat, but she still jumped when Henry opened the carriage door. Sliding onto the seat next to her, he drew her into his arms, only to pull back immediately when she cried out in pain as her breasts came into contact with his chest. “Good Lord, Eliza, where are you hurt?”


She indicated her nipples, flaming scarlet with embarrassment. “Hobbs … he twisted them … really hard.” Hot tears shot to her eyes at the memory.


A gentle hand touched her cheek, and Henry lightly kissed her forehead. “He will never touch you again, I promise.”


Eliza leaned into the kiss and thanked her lucky stars she was sitting here with Henry and not in some hovel with Wilkins or—God forbid—Hobbs.


She raised weary eyes to him. “I don’t think I’ll be able to bear your touch on my breasts for a while.”


Henry was momentarily stunned. “You what?” As he slowly began to comprehend her meaning, he was chagrined. “You think because I didn’t correct … ”


Eliza did something she had never done before: she cut him off. “You bought me.”


Anger flashed in Henry’s eyes, and his words were hard and clipped. “I did not buy you! I merely bought your freedom; there’s a difference. I do not believe one human being should be allowed to own another. I know it goes on, but I don’t condone it, and I certainly have no wish to own you.”


Eliza collapsed into a tearful heap and breathed, “Oh, thank God.”


Henry’s expression softened as he thought back to the scene in the alley and realized how things must have seemed to Eliza, especially considering how men in the past had treated her as an object to be bought and sold. He gently took both her hands into one of his and lifted her chin so she would look at him. “Eliza, my sweet. When I heard you scream earlier, my heart stopped, and when I saw it was Hobbs who was dragging you toward his alley, the blood froze in my veins. All I could think of was how to get to you, and how you could get away from them. I allowed them to think I had made you my mistress to free you, without thinking of how you might feel, and I apologize. I certainly do not expect you to become my mistress. It never entered my mind you might think I was buying you. Please accept that my only goal was to secure your freedom from those miscreants.”


She gave him a watery smile and shook her head as if she couldn’t believe she had ever doubted him. “I should’ve known you’re not like that. Forgive me.”


His smile broadened. “There is nothing to forgive.”


She held his gaze and willed him to grasp her sincere appreciation. “Thank you for coming after me, for rescuing me once again. When they took hold of me in the plaza, I knew I somehow had to make noise, create a commotion so you would know where to look for me. I hoped you’d come after me, and you did. I owe you so much! How can I even begin to repay you?”


His response was simple: “You don’t owe me anything. You are my friend and I only did what I would do for any of my friends.”


She laid a hand on his cheek and stretched up to press a soft kiss to his lips. When she winced as the fabric of her chemise chafed her nipples, his gaze dropped to her breasts. “He really is a rare bastard. Turn around and lean on my shoulders so I can hold you. I think we both need that right now.”


Eliza turned around and did as he said, grateful for the comfort of his arms. He leaned his cheek against her hair, placed the contract Wilkins had signed into her hands, and prayed she would soon realize it truly was over and she was free to do as she pleased.


UPON THEIR RETURN TO CAVENDISH Square, Henry led Eliza into the library, settled her on the sofa before the fire, and sent William to find Mrs. Tibbit. But just before the door closed behind William, Henry thought better of it. “Wait, William, you had better send in Daisie as well. Hobbs hurt Miss Eliza in a way she might know how to treat.”


William’s face hardened. “You should have let me put a bullet in the bastard.”


Henry raised his shoulders in helpless frustration. “Yes, well, I would’ve liked to have done that back when we got Daisie out. Unfortunately the authorities like Hobbs because he keeps a lid on the turf warfare in the area and thereby makes those streets safer for the rich who like to play in them.”


William snorted in disgust. “Whores and politics.” He closed the door with a sharp click, underscoring his anger with the situation.


“Quite,” Henry muttered between clenched teeth.


Eliza watched the exchange with interest, noting there had been nothing of the usual master/servant attitudes in the way the two men talked to each other. She knew Daisie, a chambermaid in the house, and she knew Daisie was William’s girl, but what had this all to do with Hobbs? She was intrigued. “William hasn’t always been a footman, has he?”


Henry threw her a quick assessing look. “Indeed not, he was a rifleman in the same company as Daisie’s brother, Dix. I was helping with the organization of the supply lines from England to the Spanish front lines, and their company was assigned to me. When Dix found out his mother had died and Daisie was snatched by Hobbs to be put on the streets, he went half mad with grief, rage, and worry, and since I was on my way back home, I requested Dix as my escort. We came back here and got Daisie out.”


Eliza remembered what Hobbs had said about Henry. “So that’s why he said you owed him a pigeon: Daisie was one of his girls.” Eliza knew the cheerful chambermaid and shuddered at the thought of what she must have endured.


Henry nodded grimly. “She was barely sixteen, and in a bad way when we found her. She needed time to heal, to try to put the whole ordeal behind her, but had no skills and nowhere to go. Dix and I were under orders to return to Spain posthaste, so I engaged her in my household and left her in Mrs. Tibbit’s care.”


The realization she was not the first girl Henry had rescued and brought to his house further calmed Eliza, and Daisie’s plight distracted her from the horrors of the day.


“How did William come to be in your employ?”


Henry grinned at the memory. “William was injured on the march to Paris some time later and was sent back to England. Once he was able to walk again, he came to visit Daisie on Dix’s behalf and fell madly in love with her. The war was over by then and the army didn’t want him back, so he needed a job. And I needed a footman.”


The simplicity of his reasoning made Eliza smile. “You like helping people, don’t you?”


He smiled back. “I told you, I take care of my friends.”


Just then, Mrs. Tibbit bustled into the room with a tea tray in her hands. She set down the tray, poured for them both, and measured out some drops on a spoon for Eliza. “Here, love, from what William told us, you’ve got bruises again. Daisie will be here in a jiff and once you’ve had your tea, we’ll take you upstairs for a nice warm bath.”


Eliza took a deep breath and let out some of the tension in a sigh. Mrs. Tibbit’s motherly concern was exactly what she needed. The tea was comforting, but as much as she appreciated it and the warmth of the fire, she was impatient to go upstairs and rid herself of her unforgivingly chafing garments. Luckily, she didn’t have to wait long before Daisie entered to announce her bath was ready. Then she inquired quietly, “Where did ’e ’urt ya, Miss Eliza?”


Eliza blushed again and answered in a hushed voice, “My breasts … he twisted the nipples.”


Daisie blanched. “Both of them?”


Eliza nodded, tears standing in her eyes again. Daisie took her hand and squeezed reassuringly. She sat herself down next to Eliza on the sofa, completely forgetting where she was and who else was in the room. “It’ll be all right, love.” She patted the younger girl’s hand and turned to Mrs. Tibbit. “Do we ’ave any green cabbage, ya know, the one with the smooth leaves?”


Mrs. Tibbit looked like she wanted to ask what the cabbage was for, but then thought better of it and turned to William who stood just inside the door, waiting to be of assistance. “William, see whether Cook has green cabbage.”


Daisie turned her attention to William. “I saw the ice man this mornin’. Tell ’er to take off two of the big leaves and chill ’em for ten minutes. It works better that way.”


They all looked at her for elaboration. Daisie looked embarrassed for a moment, then relented. “It’s a trick one of the girls learned of a midwife. There’s somethin’ in the leaf that stops the swellin’. The leaves are cool and soothin’, and when ya stick them on under yar corset, they stop the chafin’.” She blushed and looked at her feet. It was still hard to talk about that part of her past.


But when she looked up again and found William’s eyes, he gave her an encouraging nod and smiled. “Don’t you worry, Dais, I’ll bring them upstairs when they’re nice and cold.”


He left for the kitchen, and Mrs. Tibbit took charge of Eliza, ushering her and Daisie upstairs.


ONCE THE DOOR CLOSED BEHIND them all, Henry let out a heartfelt sigh and poured himself three fingers of scotch. He had made mistakes today, and they could have been disastrous for Eliza.


Good God, had he lost his edge?


He should’ve known Hobbs would sniff out an opportunity like this, and he had failed to anticipate it. Worse, he had arrogantly thought to draw out Wilkins so he could deal with him and then had left Eliza’s side.


In Spain, such carelessness and lack of foresight would have cost him the mission, if not his life.


And still Eliza thought him a hero. Him, a hero, what a joke. She was the truly brave one, and he would do his best to make sure she never suffered again.


However, they had all survived, and Eliza was shot of that clod Wilkins. At least he had managed to turn the situation around. Still, perhaps he should stick to managing his holdings from now on and start acting his age. Wasn’t that what his grandmother kept telling him?


He sank into the armchair by the fire and drained his glass. Letting his head roll back over the rounded edge of the backrest, he felt the tension drain out of his body.


Bloody hell, what a day. And tomorrow he would have to take the gray two-year-old to Avon and get into the Christmas spirit.


He looked forward to seeing Emily and Grossmama, but he didn’t think he could stomach the duchess’s annual twelve-night party. He would come back on Boxing Day and spend New Year’s with Eliza. It might be his last chance to enjoy her company before she got herself a position and they had to say their goodbyes.


He didn’t want her to leave. Quite the opposite, he wanted her in his bed, but he liked her too much to seduce her. She had been forced into enough situations of a similar nature already. If they were ever to be together as lovers, he wanted her to choose him, not give in to him.


WHILE HENRY WAS LOST IN his thoughts by the fire, Eliza, with her hair loosely coiled into a bun and pinned to the top of her head, was helped into a warm bath and sank into the rose-scented comfort with a grateful sigh. Above her head, Mrs. Tibbit and Daisie exchanged worried glances as they assessed the burgeoning bruises on Eliza’s arms and breasts.


Mrs. Tibbit gently lifted the arm that had, until two days ago, been kept in a sling, and examined a darkening bruise around Eliza’s upper arm. “This looks nasty, dear. How does the rest of the arm feel?”


Eliza opened her eyes and glanced at her abused limb. “It’s a good job he grabbed me up there; any lower and he might have broken it again.” She raised the other arm to study the matching bruise there, then rested back down against the curved lip of the bath and closed her eyes, the deep furrow between her brows evidence of how much pain she was in. “It aches, but it’ll be all right. I’m more worried about these.” She indicated her breasts, careful not to touch them. “They hurt like the devil.”


Daisie hugged her own breasts in an unconscious gesture of sympathy. “Let’s get ya washed and out of the bath so we can do some’ing for those as soon as Will gets ’ere with the leaves.”


Mrs. Tibbit, seeing Daisie had things well in hand, departed to see to dinner, promising to return with a tray for Eliza. Once the door pulled shut behind her, Eliza turned to Daisie to ask the question most urgently on her mind. “After Sir Henry rescued you, did Hobbs ever come after you again?”


Daisie met her eyes, and Eliza read sympathy and complete understanding in their depth. “I worried abou’ that for years, but ’e never did. I guess it’s like Will says: Hobbs is clever and brutal, but ’e don’t go out of ’is way for no one, not even if ya make ’im angry.”


Eliza thought about that for a moment. “So you think I’m safe?”


“As ’ouses! As long as ya don’t go walkin’ into ’is alley, that is.” Daisie saw the doubt in Eliza’s eyes and tried to explain. “Think abou’ it, ’e don’t care abou’ us, we’re just pigeons to ’im. He can get another one on the next corner and there’s no fuss; ’e don’t care, but ’e ain’t forgettin’ neither. You and I aren’t important enough for ’im to bother with. He’ll wait for Sir Henry to get ’is revenge.”


Yet another thing Eliza would owe Henry for. But at least she didn’t have to worry about Hobbs. Daisie’s assessment was right; Hobbs struck her as an opportunist rather than a dog-in-the-manger type. And his attitude toward women was such that he probably didn’t think them worth taking revenge on beyond what he’d already done to her.


So while she climbed out of the bath and Daisie helped her dry herself, it slowly but surely sank in that she was indeed free.


Horace had obviously lost interest the moment she had defied him by crawling out of the coal chute. After all, he had been paid, and that was all he cared about.


Wilkins had accepted money for her and signed a contract. And Hobbs was only interested in revenge on Sir Henry.


It was over. The nightmare that had started with her father’s death seven years ago was over. It had taken her mother’s death and her own willingness to die rather than submit to the fate others had arranged for her, but she was free.


Eliza reached for the locket still pinned to the shift she had been wearing earlier and wished with all her heart she could do something for her mother. But all she could think of was to wear the locket for her and to endeavor to live the best life she could. Turning to Daisie, she asked, “Could you find me a ribbon so I can wear this?”


Daisie was by the chest of drawers looking for a nightgown that could be laced tight in the back, but turned to admire the locket in Eliza’s hand. “Oh, that’s lovely.”


“My dad gave it to my mum a long time ago.”


Handing her the nightgown, Daisie took the wet towel out of Eliza’s hand. “The one that sold ya was yar stepdad, right? There’s ribbons in the top drawer.”


She slipped the nightgown over Eliza’s head and went back to the chest of drawers to select a thin, light blue ribbon. She secured the locket onto it and handed it to Eliza so she could tie it around her neck. Eliza smiled her thanks and turned to the mirror to see how it looked. It felt good to finally wear it out in the open.


A knock on the door heralded the arrival of the chilled cabbage leaves. The relief was immediate as the smooth, cool leaves molded onto her abused breasts to form a barrier against any chafing garments. After Daisie pulled the laces tight in the back of the nightgown to hold the cabbage leaves in place, Eliza sank into the chair by the fire and let the relief wash over her.


Thank God this day was over.


Thank God for Sir Henry, and for cabbage leaves.


THE NEXT MORNING, ELIZA HAD just been fitted with a fresh set of chilled cabbage leaves when Henry strolled into her room, followed by Mrs. Tibbit, who carried an enormous breakfast tray. He wore buckskin breeches and tall riding boots, and his brown wool waistcoat was buttoned up all the way, but he had yet to don a jacket.


“Mrs. Tibbit said you were up, so I thought we might break our fast together before I depart for Avon.”


Eliza smiled her welcome as he looped a companionable arm around her shoulder and kissed her temple.


“How are you this morning? I hear Daisie’s treatment is a success.”


Eliza let him lead her to the small table Mrs. Tibbit had pulled in front of the fireplace and was currently setting for two. “I have a whole new appreciation for cabbage, although I may have to don a corset today to hold the bloody stuff in place.” She frowned down at her breasts and gingerly moved the left cabbage leaf back up to where it did most good.


Henry’s lips twitched in amusement. “I’d offer to help, but somehow I don’t think you would appreciate the gesture.”


Eliza blushed, realizing what he was watching her do, but grinned back at him. It was lovely how he could see the amusing side of everything. It certainly was one of the reasons she liked his company so much. “Let’s sit and eat. The less I move, the better my chance these things will stay in place.”


Pulling out her chair for her, he seated her with genteel ceremony. “By all means! But tell me, how is your arm and how did you sleep?”


Eliza watched him sit and spread his napkin on his lap with a graceful economy of movement. Then he held the dish of eggs for her so she could serve herself.


“My arm aches, but it will be fine. And as for sleep? I had worried I would dream of the day’s events, but I slept like a newborn babe, and feel much restored for it.”


Henry handed her the cup of tea Mrs. Tibbit had poured for her. “I’m very glad to hear it. I have always found sleep to be the best medicine.” He reached for her hand and looked at her with a tenderness she longed to explore, now she knew she had a choice in the matter. “I have to go to see my daughter today, but I leave you in good hands, and I would not be leaving you here if I thought you were in any kind of danger. I want you to take this time to recuperate and get past all this. When I get back after Christmas, we will talk about what you want to do with your future.”


She turned her hand up to hold his and gave him a crooked smile. “I’m not sure a fortnight will be enough time to get over six years of misery, but I am eager to get on with my life.”


Her glib remark made Henry frown, so he added, “That’s not what I meant, silly.”


She shrugged, but he saw the pain in her eyes and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “You are welcome here for as long as you want to be here. I am certainly in no hurry to lose your company.”


She swallowed her tears and smiled again, wishing she could crawl into his arms and just stay there until she was brave enough to face the world on her own.


They chewed their eggs in silence for a few moments before Henry pointed to the locket on her neck. “You are wearing the locket. Will you tell me about it?”


Her hand came up to rub the engraved silver piece between her thumb and forefinger. “It was my mum’s. My dad gave it to her when he asked her to marry him, and she gave it to me just before she died. It’s the only thing I have left of them.”


“And you have been wearing it pinned to your undergarments so Horace couldn’t take it away from you.” He chuckled at her surprised look. “Mrs. Tibbit told me she found it pinned to your corset after I first brought you here, so it’s an easy assumption. I take it your wearing it openly now means you know in your heart this whole horrible muddle is truly over.”


Eliza nodded. “It occurred to me last night that Horace must have washed his hands of me as soon as he realized I was gone. Why else would Wilkins have teamed up with Hobbs to find me? I bet Horace told him to go to hell rather than pay him back. All he really wanted was to get rid of me anyhow.”


It was Henry’s turn to nod in agreement. “That’s the conclusion I came to. And I am quite certain Hobbs will not bother to come after you: it’s me he wants. But just to be on the safe side, I had William call in two of his old army chums to make sure you and Daisie are safe whilst I’m in the country. They are both good men. You can trust them.”


Eliza swallowed a fork full of eggs and sipped her tea before she looked up again. “Thank you for looking after me. I can’t tell you how much it means to me.”


Henry gave her hand one last squeeze before he let go to devote himself to his breakfast. She looked so young and vulnerable in her voluminous, quilted white dressing gown, and he longed to fold her into his arms. Of course he couldn’t, considering the reason for the cabbage leaves.





CHAPTER NINE


WHILE SIR HENRY BEGAN HIS TWO-DAY JOURNEY to Avon, his daughter outwitted her long-suffering governess in order to join her male cousins on their annual excursion to Woodborough to purchase presents for their parents and siblings. This was an unescorted outing, restricted to the Redwick boys, Julian, Andrew, and Bertram, but Emily had no time for such restrictions. As long as no one outright forbade her from attending, she saw no reason to stay behind.


Woodborough was a small village with little to recommend it except its picturesque setting and proximity to the Avon estates. Besides a pub that had hosted many generations of Redwicks, it also boasted a shop offering soaps, sweets, and other trinkets produced by local artisans.


This was the third year Emily had managed to talk Bertie and his older brothers into bringing her along. She was, after all, a superb horsewoman and would not complain about the hour-long cross-country ride. In fact, she was the one leading the charge, her only regret being that Fanny, her beloved pony, could not jump the taller fences. But since her fifteen-year-old cousin Andrew was so rotund he could barely sit his horse, her pony’s short legs served to preserve his dignity.


Emily’s blue eyes shone with excitement and the thrill of having achieved her freedom for the afternoon. Her long white-blond hair was somewhat contained by a hat, but it still whipped behind her like a flag. At almost twelve years of age, her slender frame showed no signs of the woman she would become, but she sat her pony admirably in her deep blue riding habit.


They entered the village, flushed and smiling from the vigorous ride, and headed to the stables behind the pub, where they left their mounts.


Emily removed the bridle so Fanny could nibble on the hay. The animal nickered and rubbed her head on the girl, then made to nibble her hat instead of the hay.


“Fanny, you devious beast! Don’t you dare destroy my hat. Aunt Hortense went on for a full hour after you ate the flowers off my bonnet.” Emily dodged out of the reach of the pony’s determined teeth and closed the gate to the stall before turning back. “I’ll tell you what. You be a good girl and I’ll bring you back some mint pillows.”


The pony nickered again and moved her head up and down as if to say yes, which made Emily laugh. She ran to catch up with her cousins, skipping up to Bertie, who at fourteen fought pimples and a cracking voice, but still had the distinction of being her preferred partner for any and all adventures. She got there just in time to see her oldest cousin, Julian, turn into the high street the wrong way. “Where is Julian going?”


Bertie tried to maintain a superior mien but couldn’t keep the awe out of his voice. “He brought all his presents down from Oxford with him, so he is meeting James Halsy for a drink in the pub.”


Emily’s eyes went wide with awe, but it didn’t take long for her curiosity to override all else. “Do you think they will let me in the taproom, seeing as we will have to go find him later in there?”


Bertie met her eyes, his reflecting his own eagerness to explore the bastion of adult masculinity that was the pub. He put his hand on her arm to slow her and nodded at Andrew’s back. “We’ll have to get rid of him.”


Emily’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Well, that’s easy. Just send him to the bakery for apple turnovers to eat on the way back. It will take him at least half an hour to sample all their cream cakes.”


Bertie gave her a conspiratorial grin before he urged her down the street to the shop.


The bell chimed over their heads as they entered the colorful haven of Mrs. Beal’s wondrous establishment. The boys had decided earlier to pool their resources so they could buy bigger gifts. Silk scarves for their two older sisters, a princess puppet for the youngest, a lacquered trinket box for their mother, and so on. Since this arrangement had the added benefit of letting them divide the present-buying between the two of them, they completed their shopping in record time.


Emily was studying a selection of rose-scented soaps when the two boys came up to her. Bertie nudged her with his elbow to get her attention. “We’re going across the road to get a purse for Father from the saddle maker.”


Emily nodded absently. “I won’t be long. I just have to decide which soap to get for Grossmama and then find the lemon drops for Papa. Do you think Grossmama would like the one shaped like a rose or the one with the pink rose petals inside?”


The two boys shrugged simultaneously and hurried toward the door before she could ask them any more impossible questions. Bertie threw over his shoulder, “Don’t go running off before we get back.”


Emily finally looked up and grinned at Bertie before she called after them, “Are we getting apple turnovers for the way back?”


Andrew’s face instantly brightened at the thought of a trip to the bakery. “I’ll go get them and meet you back at the stables. Bertie can come back and escort you.”


Bertie answered Emily’s conspiratorial grin with his own and almost ran into a tall, immaculately dressed gentleman in his hurry to get out the door.


Emily had already turned back to the rose-scented soaps, so she wasn’t aware of the gentleman’s presence, nor the speculative glance he sent after Bertie, nor the way his cold gray eyes settled on her.


The stranger studied her intently as she made her choice and added the rose-shaped soap to the basket hanging from her arm. When Emily moved to the boiled sweets, displayed closer to the counter in the center of the shop, his eyes traveled up and down her still-childishly flat form with a hint of disdain, but lingered with approval on her shiny blond hair and her delicate profile. He quietly circled to the shaving supplies, from where he had a perfect view of her expressive face.


The tall stranger smirked when she picked out a lemon-shaped tin filled with lemon drops and longingly eyed a similar tin in the shape of a raspberry.


At that moment the shopkeeper bustled from the back room with an assortment of silk ribbons fluttering from her hands. “There you are, deary. Those are all the remnants I have at the moment. I can let you have the lot for sixpence.”


Emily turned her attention from her favorite raspberry drops and gave Mrs. Beal a bright smile. “Oh, those are just perfect. I can make all kinds of sashes and hair bands for Delia’s dolls and still have enough left over to put pretty bows on all the presents.”


Mrs. Beal finally noticed the gentleman who had selected a sandalwood soap and was slowly making his way toward the counter.


“Just so, Miss March. Can I help you, sir?”


The stranger waved toward Emily. “Carry on serving the young lady.”


Mrs. Beal gave him a grateful smile and started to make a list of all the things Emily had selected, adding up the purchases before wrapping all her treasures in parchment. “That’ll be twelve shillings and sixpence. Will that be all for you today, Miss March?”


Emily carefully counted out the money, pulling one coin after another out of her purse, but was interrupted by the stranger. “March? Would you, by any chance, be the daughter of Sir Henry March?”


Emily had not previously paid any attention to the gentleman, but now whirled to face him. “Do you know my papa?”


The stranger removed his hat, revealing dark hair, receding just a little from his brow, and bowed elegantly before her. “I am Lord Astor. I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss March. Is your father with you?”


Emily blushed with the knowledge that she had left the safety of the estate without permission. She opted to evade the question. “I came with my cousins.”


Remembering her pony, she turned back to Mrs. Beal. “Oh, and can I get a cone of mint pillows?”


The shopkeeper turned to get the mints off the shelf behind her while Emily dug in her purse for the appropriate coin but came up empty. Lord Astor, who had watched her every move, realized her dilemma before she could voice it and laid a staying hand on her arm. “Allow me, Miss March.”


She turned innocent eyes to him, and he leaned down to whisper conspiratorially, “I won’t tell your papa if you don’t.”


Lord Astor handed Mrs. Beal payment for the sweets and his soap, and Emily curtsied prettily but moved half a step back. “Thank you, sir.”


Mrs. Beal winked at Emily and handed her the mint pillows. “Aren’t you lucky, miss.”


Just then the bell above the door chimed, and Bertie urged from the door, “Come on, Em, they only have three kinds of cream pie today.”


The unmistakable signs of annoyance flitted across Lord Astor’s impassive face, but he quickly controlled his reaction. “May I trouble you for one mint pillow? I find myself craving something sweet.”


Emily opened the bag with a practiced flick of her wrist and thrust it toward the lord. “By all means, sir. You paid for them.” Then, turning to Bertie, she called, “I’ll be there in just a moment, Bertie.”


Lord Astor waited until he had her full attention once more, then slipped the mint pillow between his thin lips and speared her with his arctic gaze. “Until we meet again, Miss March.”


Emily couldn’t quite ignore the icy shiver running down her spine, but adventure awaited and Bertie was safety, so she bobbed another curtsy, grabbed her parcel, and rushed out the door in Bertie’s wake.


Lord Astor nodded to the shopkeeper, who indulgently smiled at the antics of the young. Slipping the soap into his coat pocket, he left the shop. Outside his eyes quickly found the two youngsters rushing toward the pub. The smile playing around his lips would have frozen the blood in the veins of a hardened criminal. “Enjoy your freedom, Miss Emily March, it won’t last for very much longer.”


Then he turned into the alley behind the shop, handed the groom holding his horse a small purse, and took the reins. “Well done. Tell Ostley he may attend the next event.”


THE WEEK FOLLOWING HENRY’S DEPARTURE passed quietly. Eliza missed Henry from the moment he left for Avon, but did her best to keep busy. She continued her sewing lessons with Mrs. Tibbit and took to helping Daisie with her duties. With the master of the house not in residence, the two girls made short work of it.


That left plenty of time to engage in knitting, sewing, and embroidering their Christmas presents in front of the fire in Eliza’s room: a knitted throw for Mrs. Tibbit, an embroidered chemise for Daisie, a cardinal red apron for Cook, and personalized handkerchiefs for the men of the household. They embroidered a horseshoe for Roberts, a bumblebee for Joe the gardener, and a gate with two crossed lances for the two footmen, William and Thomas.


Whenever the weather allowed, William and his army mates escorted Daisie and Eliza on walks around the neighborhood. The men were rough around the edges, not unlike the men Eliza had grown up with at the inn, but they always treated her with kindness and respect. Eliza was certain their behavior toward her reflected how much they respected Sir Henry.


Their little group went to take a closer look at the shop windows on Oxford Street, listened to the choir practice for the Christmas service at St.-Martin-in-the-Fields, and saw the nativity scene at Westminster Cathedral.


On Sunday, Daisie and William took Eliza to service at St. George’s to look at the grand ladies who frequented the little church in Mayfair. They sat in the back pews and watched the society matrons in all their Sunday finery file in.


William knew most of them by name and pointed out the most important dames to Eliza. Of course there were gentlemen too, but they were mostly clad in somber grays and blacks. In Eliza’s eyes, none were as handsome as Sir Henry, so she paid them no mind.


The ladies’ ornate gowns fascinated Eliza: crafted out of the finest wool and velvet, trimmed with lace and fur, matched with exquisite hats, and worn with such grace and poise. Eliza thought she had never seen anything more lovely.


One lady in particular caught her attention. She was of medium height and clad in a high-waisted, deep blue velvet gown with a matching full-length spencer over it. Her soft blond curls were covered with a black lace mantilla, and she wore no jewelry except the teardrop pearls on her ears. There was nothing ostentatious in her dress, but everything about her, her face and figure, her bearing and smile, was exquisite. What really set her apart, however, was the way in which everybody seemed to treat her with a measure of respect, and, at the same time, made sure not to come too close to her.


Eliza nudged William and nodded in the direction of the lady in blue. “Who is she?”


Daisie followed the direction of Eliza’s gaze and sighed dreamily. “Ain’t she lovely! And she’s only the daughter of a stable master. Gives a girl ’ope, don’t it?”


Stunned, Eliza directed her questioning gaze at William, who chuckled and explained quietly, “She is the Earl of York’s mistress. The story goes that ’e noticed ’er when she was just thirteen, and was so moved by ’er, ’e ’ad ’er educated in the same school his sisters ’ad gone to. Then, when she came ’ome from school at sixteen, ’e made ’er ’is mistress and later took ’er with ’im to the continent on his various diplomatic missions. Apparently, she’s as smart as she’s lovely and ’elped ’im build the alliance that finally defeated the Corsican monster. There is many a politician who listens to ’er advice, and even the Regent attends ’er political dinners.”


Eliza shook her head in astonishment. “I thought all mistresses were like Millie—you know, the one who wouldn’t take no for an answer?”


William chuckled at the memory of Henry’s ex-mistress invading the house.


Eliza continued to study the lovely lady in blue. “This woman looks more regal than the duchess over there.”


William looked thoughtful. “Well, most mistresses are money-grabbing ’ussies who don’t mind spreadin’ their legs in exchange for a nice life. But then there are women like ’er. No one will ever confuse ’er for a painted actress, will they? I bet the earl finds more ’appiness in ’er arms than ’e ever did in ’is arranged marriage.” William gave a stern nod to underscore his pronouncement and turned his attention to the service about to begin.


Eliza watched the Earl of York’s mistress and wondered if she, Eliza, a mere tavern wench, could make Sir Henry happy. Somebody should.


ON CHRISTMAS MORNING, ELIZA WOKE to a hatbox holding the hat she had admired in Covent Garden. She didn’t have to read the note to know it was from Sir Henry and wore it with pride to Christmas services, along with her locket on its new finely-wrought silver chain. Mrs. Tibbit and Daisie had presented it to her at breakfast and explained that the entire staff had chipped in to buy it for her. Eliza thought it the most perfect gift she had ever received, not that she had received many in the past six years.


Christmas dinner was a cheerful affair in the big warm kitchen at the back of the house. Outside the kitchen window, a steep embankment led up to the side lawn. Late in the afternoon, the icy rain had turned to snow, lending a surreal quality to the back yard. The snow crystals were caught in the lavender and rosemary just beyond the windows and sparkled in the light of the candles. “Christmas lights for the fairies,” Eliza’s mother would have called it.


Cook and Mrs. Tibbit put their best foot forward, and everyone who held a position in or around the house gathered at the kitchen table. It was covered in fine linen, decorated with gilded walnuts and pine cones, laden with veritable mountains of delicious food, and lit by at least a dozen beeswax candles.


Sir Henry insisted his staff should eat as well as he did on feast days, and had he not been at Avon, he and Emily would have joined them in the kitchen.


The room smelled of duck roast and mince pies, and the wood fire in the hearth accounted for only a fraction of the warmth in Eliza’s heart. These people gathered around the table had taken her in, healed her, and continued to protect her. Although one could argue Sir Henry had ordered them to do those things, they had also welcomed her into their midst out of the goodness of their hearts. They made her feel like she belonged, and that soothed her soul.


Not even the vicar in Hampstead, who had known her all her life, had been willing to help her. In fact, he had lectured her on obedience rather than offer his protection from a known wife-beater. Sir Henry and his household didn’t face Horace and his cronies on a daily basis, but still.


Looking at all the friendly, cheerful faces around the table, Eliza realized this was her first real Christmas since her father had died. She missed him, and she missed her mother even more, but she knew they would want her to enjoy this moment and make the best of this new chance at life.


So she smiled through her tears, held on to her locket, and tried to think of something she could do to repay the kindness her new friends had shown her. It would have to be profound, she decided. And for Sir Henry, it would have to be personal. The only thing of value she possessed was her virginity. Perhaps she ought to give it to Henry; he had made it quite clear he desired her. As for Eliza herself, her dreams were filled with the possibilities his gentle touch had conjured.


AFTER CHRISTMAS DINNER WAS OVER, the dishes had been washed, and the china returned to its rightful place, Eliza and Daisie took the last of the mulled wine up to Eliza’s room to have a cozy good night chat.


Settling into the armchairs before the fire, Eliza noticed a strain around Daisie’s eyes. “You all right, love? You look a bit peaked. You didn’t argue with Will, did you?”


Daisie leaned her head against the backrest and closed her eyes as she savored the warm wine. “Na, Will and me are good.”


She sighed heavily. “It’s Christmas that gets me down. It’s been eight years now, but it don’t matter ’ow long. Me mum died the end of November. Three weeks later, Hobbs snatched me right off the bloody Bow High Street and took me up to ’is cottage in Hampstead … for trainin’, as ’e calls it. By Christmas Day I was some toff’s present to ’imself.”


It was a touchingly prosaic description of the personal disaster that Christmas had been for Daisie. But somehow the monotone of her voice and her closed eyes, as if she were unwilling to face the ugliness of those memories, spoke more clearly of the horrors she had endured than any number of tears could ever have communicated.


Eliza knew despair, had seen it clearly in her mother’s eyes, and when Daisie’s eyes opened, she saw it there. She took a deep swallow of wine, hoping it would take the edge off her own memories, but Daisie continued. “I know I’m safe from Hobbs and perverts like that toff, but some things you just can’t un-know. And you would ’ave to un-know them, ’cause you sure as shit can’t forget them.”


Her mother’s desperate screams reverberated through Eliza’s mind. “No, you sure can’t.”


They were quiet for a while, each unwilling to burden the other with further details of their private pain. But somehow their silence was a comfortable one because it was shared.


And then, into that silence Daisie said the one thing they both wished for: “I wish I could kill the bastard.”


Eliza raised her glass for a toast. “I wish I could dance on Horace’s grave.”


Daisie smiled her approval, but added, “I don’t just mean for revenge. If I wanted revenge, I’d tie up that toff and shove one of ’is bloody toys up ’is lordly arse.” The despair in her eyes had turned to anger. “I wanna stop Hobbs so he can’t make any more girls do things so ’orrible they shrivel your soul.”


Eliza had looked into Hobbs’s eyes and knew for a certainty the man had no humanity left in him. She also knew, no matter the pain Horace could inflict, Hobbs was far more dangerous. According to Henry, he was also untouchable, at least in London. And that was when she remembered something Daisie had said earlier. “Dais, did you say Hobbs took you to Hampstead?”


“Yea, ’e ’as a cottage there. He takes all the new girls there. His toff friend gets first crack at them, specially the virgins. The rest ’e introduces to the trade at The Silver Fox. By the time ’e brings them back to town, they feel so dirty, they don’t wanna see their families ever again, even if they ’ave any left.”


Eliza thought about that. “I suppose that’s where he met up with Wilkins. Daisie, after Hobbs tried to kidnap me, I overheard Sir Henry and William talking about why they can’t just put a bullet in his head.”


Daisie sighed. “I know, the London magistrates think ’e’s the lesser evil and turn a blind eye. And every year ’e gets richer and more untouchable.”


Eliza was beginning to see this more clearly. “You think he pays them off?”


Daisie’s bitter little chuckle left no doubt as to what she thought. “I’d stake me soddin’ life on it.”


Eliza thought it probable Hobbs had the magistrate in Hampstead in his pocket too, but still, he had to be more vulnerable there than he was in London, so why had they not looked for him there? Then all of a sudden it made sense. “You never told William or even Sir Henry about Hampstead, did you?”


Daisie only shook her head, and the sadness in her eyes bore witness to how much it cost her to keep her secrets.


“Why not?”


“Sir Henry never asked, and I didn’t ’ave the ’eart to tell Will. He knows I was a whore and that’s bad enough.”


“But what if we could stop Hobbs once and for all? Would you tell Will about the cottage and The Silver Fox?”


Daisie nodded slowly. “If I thought it really would stop ’im, then yea. But I can’t tell ’im about the toff. You get ’anged for shootin’ a lord, don’t matter what ’e’s done.”


Eliza couldn’t argue with that; no doubt some of what Daisie had endured was dangerous for William to know. She would bear that in mind when she talked to Sir Henry about it. Would the connection to Hampstead be news to him, or had she just given her friend false hope?





CHAPTER TEN


IT WAS WELL AFTER TEN IN THE EVENING ON the third day of his travel from Avon when Henry finally stepped into the foyer of his house on Cavendish Square. He was cold, tired, and hungry, but unwilling to rouse his already sleeping servants, so he made his way to the kitchen to find some food and set water to boil for tea.


The eighty-mile journey had taken him three days rather than the usual two due to the frigid temperatures holding the home counties in an icy grip since Christmas day. Emily and her cousins had been delighted with the white Christmas, turning Avon’s front lawn into a snowball reenactment of Waterloo. But the muddy roads had been frozen into bone-jarring ruts, and the snowy blanket covering them had only increased their treachery.


Henry was happy to be home and savored the peace of the sleeping house. The fire in the stove had been kept burning and the kettle was full of water, so tea would be on hand shortly. Henry cut himself a few slices of crusty white bread and leftover ham, spread them with butter and grainy mustard respectively, and ate while he waited for the kettle to boil. One never knew how satisfying a meal could be until one was truly hungry. Once tea was made, he added a couple of Mrs. Tibbit’s mince pies to his tray and made his way to the library so he could spike his tea with the good brandy.


The fire in the library was burning behind its protective screen. Henry picked up his correspondence from his desk and sank gratefully into his favorite chair before the fire. Warm enough now to shed his coat and boots, he slurped his brandied tea and enjoyed his cousin’s Christmas letter from Vienna.


He must have nodded off, but was startled awake by the great clock in the foyer striking midnight. Bowing to his body’s need for rest, Henry decided to leave his boots where they were and headed to his bedroom on stockinged feet.


He lit a taper in the hallway and had barely made it to the bottom of the stairs when a bloodcurdling scream rent the quiet of the house.


All traces of Henry’s sleepiness evaporated as he determined the scream had come from Eliza’s room. Taking the stairs three at a time, he burst through her door and found her sitting bolt upright in bed, trying to catch her breath, her eyes still wild with fear and confusion.


Henry quickly ascertained there was no intruder, no real danger of any kind other than those remembered from the past, and sat next to Eliza on her bed, enfolding her in his arms. “It was a nightmare, sweetheart. You are safe.”


Eliza was shaking as she clung to him, but her head was filled with the chant, He is here, he is here, he is here! The warmth of his embrace chased her fears away until she was finally able to speak. “You’re back!” She hiccupped a last sob and dried her tears with the back of her hand, then buried her face even deeper in his neck. “I feel much safer when you’re home.”


The tickle of her breath on his neck felt like home, and her sleepy scent teased his nose as he pulled her even closer and buried his face in her hair.


Eliza had never been far from his thoughts over the past ten days, but he hadn’t realized just how much he’d missed her. His hands made slow soothing circles on her back, and he enjoyed the weight of her against him while she slowly calmed herself.


Henry used his free hand to light the candle on Eliza’s nightstand with his taper. The fire had been banked, so the room was rather chilly. His seeking fingers found a woolen wrap at the bottom of the bed and draped it around Eliza’s flannel-covered shoulders, never breaking their embrace.


Eventually Eliza sighed and relaxed in his arms. “I hate nightmares.”


“About the inn?” he asked, reassuring her with one little question that she was understood.


“Trying to get away from the inn.”


Her head was still nestled against his shoulder, so he couldn’t see her face. But he knew the powerful fears that caused her nightmares, so he gently laid his cheek against her temple and waited for her to tell him of it.


“I couldn’t get out of the cellar. The coals kept slipping from under my feet.”


She shifted back a little so she could look up at Henry. “Then I was on the road and my feet felt like they were stuck in molasses. I had to scream to wake myself up.” One corner of her mouth turned up into a half smile. “And then you were here.”


Smiling, he answered, “I’m glad I got back in time.”


“It seems you are forever rescuing me.”


Her eyes were full of warmth, and Henry’s smile turned into a grin. “What can I say? You are my favorite damsel in distress.” He placed a gentle kiss just to the side of her mouth. “Better?”


“Much.”


To illustrate, she disengaged herself from his embrace, but instantly missed the warmth of his body, the strength of his arms. Still, she stacked the pillows so she could lean against them and smiled up at him. “How was your Christmas? How is Emily?”


Taking his cue from Eliza, Henry scooted down to the end of the bed and leaned against the footboard, one angled leg resting on the feather bed, the other dangling to the floor. “Christmas was nice and Emily delightful, as always. She named her horse Adonis, and promptly won a race against her favorite cousin, Bertie, and his big bay gelding.”


Eliza giggled, and Henry found the sound most reassuring. “She is a bit of a tomboy, your Emily, isn’t she?”


A broad grin split his face. “Much to my grandmother’s delight and the duchesses’s chagrin. It’s chilly in here! Let me build up the fire for you.”


Henry moved over to the fireplace as he spoke and started coaxing the flames back to life. He was glad for a task that needed doing. Eliza looked absolutely adorable sitting up against the white pillows, surrounded by a halo of dark curls, her eyes now shining brightly. His body had stirred as he had embraced her, and he longed to draw her back into his arms and kiss her with all the tenderness and passion he felt for her.


“How was your Christmas, Eliza?”


Eliza’s voice was soft and warm. “Quite wonderful, actually. Thank you for my beautiful hat.”


Henry chuckled as he finished up with the fire and rinsed his hands with some of the water kept warm on the hearthstone. He heard the rustle of linen from the bed and imagined her snuggling back down under the covers. Reaching for a towel drying on the fire screen, he straightened, still facing the fire. “You are very welcome. I can’t wait to see it on you.”


“I will wear it for you the next time you take me out.” Her voice came from right behind him; he felt her arms coming around his waist as she hugged him from behind.


Eliza laid her cheek into the hollow between his shoulder blades and let herself melt against him. His hands came up to cover hers resting on his stomach, and she could sense him waiting to see where this was going. Smiling, she rubbed her cheek against his spine. “I missed you so very much,” she whispered. “Stay with me, Henry.”


He lifted his arm and turned in her embrace so he could return it. His hands landed lightly on her shoulders, one traveling up to delve into her riot of hair, the other stroking down and coming to rest at the small of her back. His arms tightened around her, and this time his body not only sheltered her but also left her in no doubt that, physically at least, he was more than willing to take her up on her offer.


He spoke into her hair, and the warmth of his breath sent delicious tingles all the way down her spine. “You, in my bed, would indeed be splendid, and I won’t pretend I don’t want you.”


She wiggled a little in response. “Yes, that would be quite ludicrous.”


He smiled down at her, then turned serious. “Eliza, I know you are still a virgin and I don’t want to take that from you.”


Laying her index finger against his lips, she blushed deeply. “I want to be with you, want to know what it feels like to lie with you.”


Henry’s blue, blue eyes darkened with passion. Put like that, he had no further objection to spending the night with her. He bent at the knees, grabbed her around her hips, and lifted her high above himself so she had to look down on him. “So be it, my delectable libertine.”


The grin on his face was so full of delight, Eliza knew she would never regret giving herself to him, even if she did feel some trepidation about what was to come. She hugged his head to her unbound breasts and felt him nestle into the valley between them. He breathed her in as he carried her back to her bed. There, he let her slide slowly down his body while he kissed his way up her neck and chin to her mouth.


Back at the inn, a patron or two had managed to stick their tongue down Eliza’s throat before she could get away, but this was different. Henry’s lips played with hers, gently brushing from corner to corner, nibbling and tucking and covering her mouth softly. His tongue touched her lips and then, once she opened her mouth hesitantly, her tongue. He encouraged her to play with him, rather than just dominating her or demanding from her. It was slow and gentle and playful and so very, very good. Eliza lost herself completely in Henry’s kiss.


All the while, his hands caressed her back until, without breaking the kiss, he stepped back half a step and ran his hands up along the sides of her body to untie the bow holding together the lacing at the front of her flannel nightshirt. When he had loosened the ribbon enough, he brought his hands to her neck and slowly pushed the shirt off her shoulders and down her arms, caressing the naked skin he revealed. Finally, the nightshirt slipped all the way to the floor to pool around her ankles, and he stepped back to look.


Her body, like her face, was fine-boned and exquisite. Her breasts were high and round, but no more than a handful. Her waist dipped in pleasingly, and she had the beginnings of a tiny belly he found reassuring. She had been so very thin when he had first brought her to his house, but now there was strength in her graceful curves. He thought her just about perfect. “You are even lovelier than I imagined you would be.”


She blushed and covered her embarrassment over her nakedness by reaching out to undo the buttons of his waistcoat and then his shirt. He undid his cuffs and dropped the gold-and-carved-ivory cufflinks on her bedside table. The gesture was oddly domestic; had he been visiting a mistress, he would have put them in his pocket to avoid having to search for them later. This was special. This was Eliza, and he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was, and would always be, his friend.


Henry let both waistcoat and shirt slide off his shoulders and drop to the floor. But he stayed her hand when she moved to unbutton his placket. Her hand trembled in his, and he realized just how nervous she was, despite her bravado. He lifted her hand to his lips, kissed her palm, and smiled into her soft brown eyes.


“No need to rush, sweetheart.”


Eliza rubbed her hand along the stubble on his cheek, enjoying the roughness of it on her palm, and smiled back. “Can I not see you?”


“Of course you can, if you want.” There was just a hint of challenge in his eyes.


She swallowed and nodded. “I want to see you.”


Henry undid his placket and peeled off his buckskin breeches, undergarments, and socks in one economical movement. The boyishness of it made her smile, despite her nerves.


When he straightened and stood completely naked in front of her, she let her eyes trail from his face over his chest and arms to his belly, and then they rested on his cock.


He was lean, muscled and well-formed all over, and once she had looked her fill, she stepped closer to let her hands wander over the smooth skin of his chest. Her fingers played in the sandy tufts of hair growing around his nipples and trailed down to the curly nest around his cock. It was thick, heavy, fully erect, and pointing straight at her. It bobbed up and down in excitement under her perusal, and she looked up at him with a mixture of amusement and trepidation. “Rather like an excited puppy.”


Henry laughed out loud, his eyes dancing. “Don’t mind him. He is rather single-minded, if not to say simpleminded.”


Eliza knew the basics but had no idea what to make of his comment. “What … exactly does he want?”


Henry pulled her gently into the warmth of his embrace and relished the feel of her nipples grazing against his naked chest and his member coming to rest against her belly. He nuzzled her temple and whispered in her ear, “He wants to be deep inside you, losing himself in the pleasure of it.”


He had meant it as a tease, but she barely held back a gasp, taking him at his word. She smiled bravely and lay down on the bed, spreading her legs slightly, and waited for him to lie on top of her.


Henry looked at her puzzled for a moment until understanding dawned, then he regarded her with a rueful grin. “By all means, let’s get under the covers.”


He lay on his side next to her and pulled the coverlet over both of them, then stroked a reassuring hand across her belly. “Eliza, my sweet, my cock might be in a hurry, but I intend to savor you. I want you to enjoy what we are doing.” He raised an eyebrow and held her gaze, willing her to understand.


Her relief was so obvious, he had to stifle another laugh. But then she turned into his arms and initiated their next kiss, and he filled his hands with the softness of her breasts, and time ceased to exist.


Eliza reveled in the closeness and the warmth of it all while Henry trailed open-mouthed kisses down her throat. She felt his tongue trace small circles along her collarbone, sending shivers down her spine and moisture between her legs. When he reached her breasts, he sucked her hardened nipple into his mouth with increasing pressure until she gasped and arched into him. All the while, he let his hands glide up and down her back in a measured caress, reassuring her it was safe to give herself over to the startling sensations he elicited.


Eventually his lips returned to her mouth, and he challenged her with a carnal kiss so deep it seemed to touch her very soul. He coaxed her lips open wide and explored the deepest recesses of her mouth with his tongue, foreshadowing the joining of their bodies.


Eliza never would have thought such an invasion of her being could be anything but revolting, but she found herself thrilled to the core and breathless with anticipation as to what he would do next.


Henry waited for Eliza to relax into the kiss and then let the hand on her back trail lower to caress the smooth curve of her bottom and down her thigh to her knee. He hooked his hand under it and pulled up her leg so he could lay it over his thigh and pull her whole body flush against his. Then he stroked his hand back up to her bottom and down the crease between her cheeks to her sex.


Eliza, gently caressing his back, momentarily froze at the unfamiliar sensation of her whole body being in such intimate contact with another, being touched so intimately by another, but when his fingers remained light and teasing, she answered his embrace with her own, bringing their bodies even closer together. There was something marvelously comforting in being skin to skin with another human being. Eliza resumed caressing Henry’s back and, encouraged by his near purr, let her hand travel lower, over the curve of his buttocks.


Henry’s heart sang with the joy of feeling her respond to him. He caressed her folds and teased her clitoris until she was wet and ready for him.


Eliza could barely draw enough air into her lungs as Henry’s fingers explored her most secret places. It felt strange but at the same time so unbelievably good. With her face pressed into his neck, she breathed in his maleness with short pants.


His voice was soft when he asked, “Do you ever touch yourself here?”


Eliza blushed so hard he could see the rosy hue on her shoulder, and nodded into his neck.


“So you know what an orgasm feels like.”


It wasn’t quite a question, but she felt an answer was required. “That tingling feeling that makes the world go away for just a moment?”


He chuckled at her accurate, yet somewhat inadequate, description of the most powerful pleasure known to man. His fingers continued to tease over her clitoris and dip lower to circle her entrance and then back up to her nub in a hypnotic cycle. “It’s more intense when you share it with another person.”


She huffed out a laugh, acknowledging just how much he affected her. “You don’t say!” She took in a shuddering breath as he continued his ministrations and extricated her face from his neck so she could look at him. “Do you think I can get there the first time? With the pain, I mean.”


“I certainly hope so and promise to do my very best.”


She shivered as his tongue circled the shell of her ear while his index finger circled her clitoris, eliciting a gasp. That gasp became an outright moan when he let his finger slide to her opening and in a couple of inches, until he was halted by the membrane across her entrance. Eliza was startled, so Henry stilled to let her get used to the sensation of being filled. “This is where I will put myself.” He pulsed his finger just a little. “I suppose I can either go slow and try to push through as gently as I can, or seat myself with a couple of swift strokes to get it over with. What do you think would be best?”


Eliza’s sheath was tight around his single digit, but he could feel her relax into the sensation, so he added a second finger. She inhaled sharply, but when she could breathe normally again, she said, “Fast, I think. Get it over with.”


Henry gently stroked in and out of her a few times and kissed her just below her ear. “Brave, as always.”


And with that he rolled her underneath him, pulled her bent leg higher over his hip, replaced his fingers with the head of his cock, and pushed in until he could feel her maidenhead.


His cock was so much bigger than his fingers had been. Eliza felt so full, it seemed impossible to push more of himself into her. But even as she thought it, her body yielded to his and the passion started to build again. His slippery fingers stroked up to her clitoris and circled over the tight little button until her breath turned into frenzied little huffs.


Then Henry pulled her folds wide so he would stroke against her clitoris as he moved inside her, slid both forearms under her shoulder blades, and hooked his hands over her shoulders to brace her against him.


Eliza held on tightly, but kissed him too, so he would know she was ready.


Kissing her back, he looked deep into her eyes. When she nodded in answer to his silent question, he pulled back a little and thrust into her. A scream broke in her throat as he followed the first thrust in quick succession with a second and a third before he stilled to give her time to adjust. She was so tight it was almost painful for him too, and she seemed to have trouble catching her breath.


“Breathe, sweetheart, breathe!”


The first moment of entry had felt as if he were ripping her apart, but then his lips brushed tender kisses over her eyes, cheeks, and neck, and his hands stroked her shoulders and massaged her scalp until her breathing slowed and her body relaxed beneath him. The pain receded, and in its place a powerful sense of connection and belonging filled her whole being.


As she stretched and softened around him, Henry was struck by the profoundness of the moment and buried his face in her neck to savor it. “Oh, Eliza.”


His voice was rough and full of awe, and Eliza, who was no less affected, answered his caresses with her own as he kissed her deeply and held her close. Eventually she hooked her second leg over his hip, opening herself completely to him, indicating her readiness for the next stage.


As he started to move inside her with deliberate slowness, he braced one elbow under her shoulder and moved his other forearm down under her lower back to make it easier for her to flex her hips up into his thrusts. He taught her the movement, and once she had caught on to the rhythm, he increased the speed and depth of penetration.


Eliza could only marvel at her own body. All traces of pain had vanished, her body craved to be filled, and she was eager to experience that complete loss of control alongside Henry.


Henry relished her pleasured pants as she met his thrusts and arched her breasts toward his chest to feel him against her. He increased the speed steadily, but kept a tight rein on his need to thrust deep into her with the full force of his passion. But when she writhed repeatedly against his pelvis in an attempt to stimulate her clitoris more fully, he lost all control and buried himself to the hilt with a sharp thrust, knowing that that would give her the friction she sought.


Eliza gasped and lost all rhythm while the arm under her hip turned into a band of steel as he set a pace so fast and hard there was no room for anything except to open herself and receive him deeply into her body.


The tingling started in her fingertips and soon took over her whole body. She gave herself up to the storm of passion he unleashed on her and was rewarded with an implosion of all sensation into her vagina. The spasms of her orgasm clenched with such force around his raging cock that he shouted with triumph. And then the spasms radiated through Eliza’s whole body and she was pure, throbbing, keening sensation. Not even in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined such pleasure.


Henry continued on for several more thrusts before he held himself deep, deep inside her, clutched her to him and pulsed his orgasm into her as shudders racked his whole body.


It took a while for them to find their way back to earth, their breathing heavy, their pulses still racing. But eventually they both calmed, and Henry became aware of her hand languidly stroking up and down his back. He needed the reassurance of her tender caress and rewarded her with another soul-deep kiss. “God, that was great.” He kissed her again, then shifted up a little so he could look into her eyes. “How are you, my sweet? I wasn’t quite as gentle as I’d intended to be.”


Eliza tried to clear her dry throat, her voice hoarse from panting and keening. “I don’t have words for how I feel. I don’t even have a frame of reference to compare this to, but ‘great’ somehow is not quite adequate.”


Henry stroked down her nose with his as amusement sparkled in his eyes. “My brain is a little addled at present. Give me a moment, and a drink perhaps, and I’ll come up with a better word.”


She ran her tongue over her dry lips and sighed. “Oh, water! I could kill for a glass of water.”


But just then an aftershock quaked through her and her sheath clenched around his still-hard length, and it felt so right to be connected to him like this.


He was about to pull out of her to get her some water, but she didn’t want him to leave, she needed him still, so she held him in place with her legs. “No, please. I’m not ready to let you go just yet.”


Henry chuckled and reseated himself inside her, being himself in no hurry to leave the comfort of her body. “Careful, sweetheart, if you do that a few more times, it’s going to take a while till you get your water.”


Her eyes went wide, and she stared up at him in awe. “Oh, you mean … ?”


“Yes, I mean!” He kissed her gently. “But I don’t think I should. You are going to be sore as it is.”


They lingered there for some time until one last spasm expelled his softening member from her body. He rose, and with a small towel, tenderly cleaned between her thighs. After bringing her some water, he climbed back into her bed. She was all sleepy, well-loved woman as she welcomed him back, but there was also a little surprise in her eyes. Henry looked at her and grinned. “What? Did you think I would let you wake up by yourself after what we just did together?”


Eliza let out a satisfied sigh as he folded her into his arms, and together they drifted off to sleep.





CHAPTER ELEVEN


IT WAS AFTER EIGHT O’CLOCK IN THE MORNING when the light of day finally penetrated the gloom of a gray dawn. Henry stirred to the sound of someone cleaning out the fireplace and, since that was a familiar early morning sound, thought no more about it until he became conscious of the soft, warm female next to him.


Eliza!


She had become his last night, and he was damned if he would let her go anytime soon. He slipped his arm over her hip to hug her sleeping form to him and softly kissed the side of her face. She smelled musky and sweet and, while he nuzzled that spot behind her ear, his morning stiffness turned into the real thing. But then another noise from the hearth pulled him sharply back to reality.


The sound of movement from the bed brought up Daisie’s head, and she startled when she faced Henry across the sleeping Eliza. But then, to Henry’s surprise, a grin split her face. Clearly the maid approved of Henry’s presence in Eliza’s bed.


“Will said you was back,” she said in a stage whisper so as not to wake Eliza, and Henry grinned right back at her.


He kept his own voice down. “Morning, Daisie. My thanks for seeing to the fire. Could you organize a bath for Eliza and let Mrs. Tibbit know there will be two for breakfast?”


Daisie didn’t miss a beat. “Just what I would suggest. Shall I ’ave a bath drawn in your rooms too?”


“Perfect.”


Eliza stirred, and he returned his attention to her while Daisie laid another log on the fire and discreetly left the room. Henry nuzzled Eliza’s temple as she stretched in his arms and slowly blinked awake.


“Good morning, sleepyhead. How do you feel?”


Eliza wrinkled her brow as she assessed her body in order to give an in-depth answer. “Warm … cozy … wanted … oh, and just a bit sore.” Her satisfied grin attested to the fact the soreness didn’t mar her memory of the night before, and Henry hugged her a little closer to him.


“To be expected. A warm bath will help with that. Daisie is already seeing to it.”


Eliza cuddled deeper into his embrace. “I liked what we did last night.”


Henry brushed a brown curl out of her face and gave her a lopsided smile. “Good! Because I want to do it again.”


She laughed, wiggling her hips against his fully engorged manhood. “I know!”


Planting a swift kiss on her mouth, Henry backed out of her embrace and swung out of bed. “Easy, woman! Bath and food first, I think. Have breakfast with me downstairs, say in an hour?”


To be sure, they had shared meals before, but the circumstances had been profoundly different. It was one thing for them to be lovers, but quite another for him to acknowledge their relationship openly. He read the question in her eyes. “I want to spend time with you, and I don’t care who knows I’ve shared your bed, but if you don’t want anybody to know, I will understand.”


He held her gaze, willing her to be his for more than just one night. If she asked for secrecy, he knew, she would not let him look after her for long, would not stay with him indefinitely.


Eliza considered this. As his lover, getting a respectable position in another house would be very hard. But she couldn’t deny what was between them, couldn’t pass up the chance to be with him, no matter the consequences. “I’ll have breakfast with you.”


A slow smile spread over his face and lit his eyes with the same warmth he saw in hers. He bent to plant another kiss on her mouth. “Splendid! I’ll see you in an hour.”


With that, he pulled up his breeches, fastened a couple of strategic buttons, and strolled to the door. There he paused and gifted her with another brilliant smile before making his way across the hall to his rooms.


AN HOUR LATER, ELIZA QUIETLY entered the breakfast room at the back of the house, garbed in her soft blue wool dress, a delicate hand-knitted shawl wrapped around her shoulders. The ivory color offset the sky blue of her gown beautifully. Her hair was twisted into a soft knot at the back of her head, and little curls had been allowed to escape all around her face, giving her appearance a sophistication she was sure she didn’t possess.


Henry was seated at the head of the table, partially obscured by the Times. As soon as he heard Eliza enter, he put down the paper and rose to seat her. His hair was still damp from his bath, but he presented the very picture of the affluent gentleman about town. His neckcloth was carefully tied and held together by a gold pin, his black trousers fit perfectly, his Hessians gleamed, and his dove gray waistcoat and slate blue jacket brought out his blue eyes.


Eliza drank in the sight of him, but couldn’t help picturing what lay beneath his clothes, and neither could she help the blush spreading over her cheeks. Henry brought both her hands to his lips, but grinned at her wickedly as he leaned in and confided, “You look lovely, but not quite as lovely as you were last night.”


He kissed the spot just below her ear for emphasis while she turned crimson to her hairline and squirmed a little. Then she swatted his shoulder, which made him laugh and enfold her into a quick embrace before he pulled out a chair and seated her to the right of him.


On the table were three silver-domed serving plates, pots with tea and coffee, and a linen-covered basket with fresh scones.


Henry removed the silver domes to reveal eggs, sausage, and bacon, as well as fried mushrooms and tomatoes. Eliza briefly wondered where in the name of God Mrs. Tibbit found tomatoes in the middle of winter, and then proceeded to fill her plate with a little of everything.


When she also selected a scone, Henry pushed the butter and jam close to her plate. “Plum jam to your liking?”


“Mm-hm, yes. I’m starving.”


“So I see, my sweet.” Then, with another wicked grin, he added, “Lovemaking is known to increase one’s appetite, you know.”


Another deep blush suffused her cheeks, but there was a sparkle in her eyes when she retorted, “You seem rather pleased with yourself this morning, sir.”


Now it was his turn to blush, but his lips twitched when he asked, “Tea or coffee, my lady? Or both?”


She grinned at the “my lady” and held out her cup. “Tea, please. And you, too, look rather handsome this morning. Is that a side effect of lovemaking too?”


His laugh was soft and melodious. “Most assuredly. Cream?”


They ate in silence for a while, smiling at each other over their forks and tea cups as they attempted to get comfortable with their new intimacy.


Henry watched Eliza lick her lips after her last bit of scone and, lifting her hand, took great care to kiss every one of her fingertips. “Would you like to come for a walk with me down Bond Street to do a little shopping?”


Eliza pulled his hand to her face and snuggled her cheek into his palm. “I would love to come for a walk, but I have no need for the shops.”


Henry stroked his thumb along the curve of her cheek and regarded her thoughtfully. “Yes you do. I want to take you to the theatre and the opera, perhaps even a ball or two once people get back to town for the opening of Parliament, and you have nothing to wear for that.”


Eliza’s eyes grew big and round. It had never occurred to her he would want to take her out; show her off, even. That certainly would publicly brand her as his mistress. But hadn’t she already decided she didn’t care about the brand as long as she got a chance to be with him?


“The opera?” she finally whispered. “Covent Garden?”


He smoothed his knuckle along her jaw and smiled his most beguiling smile. “Yes, my sweet. Covent Garden.”


“Maybe just one dress for the opera,” Eliza conceded.


Henry grinned at her as if she had granted him some great boon. “Splendid! Let’s go visit the most extravagant modiste with the most outrageous French accent we can find.”


That earned him a laugh and a kiss to the palm of his hand—he couldn’t remember when he’d last been this happy.


HENRY HAD TO TAKE CARE of his correspondence before they could leave, so it was past noon by the time they entered Madame Clarise’s establishment on Bond Street, a few side streets south of Oxford Street. Henry ushered Eliza through the mahogany and glass door, pointing out a luminous dark orange silk in the shop window.


The shop was quiet so late in the year, and they found Madame bent over her books. But as soon as she set eyes on Sir Henry, she came toward them beaming a delighted smile, wearing a demure yet supremely elegant blue gown. However, it was the way she spoke that was most remarkable. Her H sounds remained stuck at the bottom of her throat, all Y’s were impossibly drawn out into endless E’s, syllables of words were oddly separated from their counterparts, and many words were drawn up at the end in an unanswerable question. “Sir Henry, so wonderful to see you again. I heard you were spending Noel with your dear grandmère, but here you are, and you brought me a lovely young lady to inspire me. How thoughtful of you.”


She beamed again, this time at Eliza, and Eliza had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop herself from laughing out loud at Madame’s outrageously fake French accent. She glanced over and met Henry’s laughing eyes. Oh, how lovely it was to be able to share a joke with him. He winked at her and smiled, then drew her closer and turned back to the modiste. “The lady needs something stunning to wear at the opera.”


Madame’s mouth formed a perfect O of delighted surprise, and her hands made a coquettish imitation of clapping in front of her face, while her eyes gleamed with satisfaction at the expectation of a large order. “How exciting, you are taking Mademoiselle to the premiere of Don Giovanni? You are so lucky, ma petite. And, of course, you must be the most stunning creature there. Only the best, the most jolie for Sir Henry. I know!”


Then she turned to Henry with a pained expression. “But the premiere is ten days away. Are you not taking Mademoiselle to the performers’ New Year’s Ball? Oh, but you must! A fairy land is being created on stage and throughout the auditorium, and everyone will come as disciples of the Fae King. It will be such gaiety.”


Henry watched Madame’s antics with a bemused smile. She had just turned the one-dress order into a two-dress order, and he fully expected to be paying for ten dresses before she was done. And that was partly why he had brought Eliza to Madame Clarise’s establishment. She was not only a great modiste, but the most gifted sales-woman Henry had ever met, and he needed help getting Eliza to let him spoil her.


“Eliza as a fairy? I do think I want to see that.” He smiled down into Eliza’s expectant eyes. “You would look stunning in shimmering, translucent greens and turquoise.” Of Madame he inquired, “Could you make such a dress by Friday, Madame?”


Madame Clarise’s response was immediate: “But of course. And Sir Henry is right, translucent jade greens and turquoise. And you must have silver wings of the most sheer fabric ever made by human hand. Oh, and you must wear your lovely hair down with crystals shimmering in it like dewdrops.”


She rushed to pull out a flat drawer in one of the big chests around the shop and took out a wooden box holding a set of hairpins on a green velvet cushion. The crystals at the end of the pins were expertly cut and backed with silver so they winked almost as bright as diamonds, and instead of two prongs to be pushed into a fastened-up style, there was a little spiral, perfect for winding around a loose strand of hair.


“Your curls are natural, Mademoiselle?”


Eliza nodded absently as she picked up one of the delicate hair pieces. It caught the light from the chandelier overhead and sparkled. “Just like a dewdrop in the sun.”


When she looked up at Henry again, her eyes were filled with longing, and Henry knew she wouldn’t argue about his buying the dress or going to the ball. He motioned to Madame Clarise. “You had better measure Miss Eliza whilst I take a look around for fabrics to consider.”


Instantly Madame Clarise became the consummate professional she indeed was. She led Eliza to a fitting room, calling for her assistant to bring her tape measure. There Eliza was divested of all garments except her stockings, bloomers, and chemise, and the assistant was sent off to find a particular French-style half-corset Madame deemed essential for the design she had in mind for the fairy dress.


Once the corset arrived, Madame took off Eliza’s chemise as well, explaining that the corset was meant to be worn next to the skin. The corset would make her decent and hold her assets in place, while the absence of a chemise allowed the design of the dress to be sheer over the shoulders.


Eliza wasn’t sure she was bold enough to wear such a garment, but once the assistant brought in the bolts of green and turquoise chiffon, silver-blue shimmering organza, and a liquid silver satin for the underdress, Eliza was quite sure she couldn’t exist without the dress.


She forgot all about her near nakedness until Henry strolled into the fitting room, several bolts of fabric balanced on his shoulder, a pattern book under his arm, and some lace samples in his hand.


Eliza startled and crossed her arms over her exposed chest, only to realize she wasn’t wearing any petticoats.


Henry let his appreciative gaze travel up and down her body and grinned. “You have nothing to hide, my sweet. And Madame Clarise already knows you are mine.” He deposited his burden on a worktable and strolled over to examine the corset more closely. Henry let his fingers travel over the deliciously exposed swell of Eliza’s breasts, shaped by the clever corset. “I definitely approve of this.”


There were no laces, and his fingers itched to unhook a few of the tiny hooks in the front and run his tongue down into the valley between her breasts, but he could see and feel Eliza’s unease at being touched in so public a setting, and so he brought his hand up to brush a curl out of her face and kissed her cheek. “Be easy,” he whispered and stepped back.


A deep blush stained her cheeks, but Madame gave her no time for further embarrassment, draping fabrics over her to test against her skin and against each other, soliciting Henry’s opinion at every turn. Henry had a few ideas of his own and showed Madame the fabrics he had chosen and the patterns he thought would suit Eliza.


“The orange silk trimmed with the copper velvet for a formal afternoon gown, and I like this pattern with the square-cut décolletage for the opera. I found this almost bronze silk lace I like for the overdress, with the cream satin to go underneath. What do you think, Madame?”


Eliza listened to them, overwhelmed by the sheer number of beautiful fabrics around her. She could not have chosen amongst them if she had tried.


Madame, meanwhile, couldn’t quite believe her luck at securing such an order on a dreary late-December day, but recovered quickly. “Your taste is exquisite. My only concern is that I will have to order more of the lace to complete the dress, and it may take two weeks for it to arrive from Paris.” Her apologetic tone was accompanied by a speculative gleam in her eyes. “But won’t the Mademoiselle need morning and walking dresses?”


Henry pretended to think for a moment. “Of course, two of each, made from the finest wool or silk. She also needs a cape to go with the opera gown and a fur-lined silver cape to go with the fairy dress. And then she needs matching slippers, and let’s not forget silky underthings, and that intriguing corset she is wearing.”


Henry’s eyes gleamed with amusement as he watched the modiste’s overblown reaction to each new item he ordered. He was certain Eliza would henceforth be treated with the utmost courtesy by any merchant on Bond Street. “I will leave my lovely Eliza in your capable hands, Madame, and return for her within the hour.”


With that, he strode from the room, leaving Eliza no time to protest the order he had just placed. All she could do was stare at the closed door and then give herself up to the experience at hand.


HENRY MADE HIS WAY ACROSS the road to Harold Cross & Sons, jewelers to the king. It took some time to convince Mr. Cross that a fairy had no need for jewels the size of robins’ eggs, but he eventually found a gold necklace and bracelet set, made up entirely of delicate grape leaves, and returned to Madame Clarise’s with his purchase in his pocket.


Henry firmly believed a beautiful woman should have a pretty dress or two, and a pretty dress demanded nice jewelry. And he had never known a woman who didn’t like getting presents. Eliza might not think she needed or deserved gifts, but if Henry had anything to do with it, she was going to get used to receiving them.


He reentered the dressmaker’s establishment and found the assistant packing some of his purchases for Eliza into boxes. The girl looked up at the tinkle of the doorbell and smiled at him. “Miss Eliza is almost ready; Madame is just measuring her feet for the dancing slippers. We finished choosing all the fabrics for her wardrobe.” The girl moved to the door to the fitting rooms and held it open for him. “If you don’t mind, please come this way. Madame asked for you to take a look.”


Henry smiled, realizing the crafty modiste had positioned her assistant to head him off upon his return so she could get his approval on everything she was about to make. He could hardly refuse to pay for a garment he’d personally approved.


He followed the assistant to a workroom where the chosen fashion plates had been neatly lined up with the fabrics to be used. Henry went over the assembled order with the confidence and speed of a man who was no stranger to shopping for women. He substituted a pale green silk for a moss green velvet and approved the entire order. He also made sure the assistant knew where to deliver everything, and as a sign of goodwill, settled the bill for the items ready for immediate delivery.


By the time he entered Eliza’s dressing room, she was closing the last button on her blue dress, which seemed to fit her even better than before. The assistant nodded to Madame, who in turn beamed at Sir Henry. “It is such a pleasure to work with your beautiful Miss Eliza. I will bring the fairy dress to you on Friday no later than two o’clock so we can make any necessary alterations. All your other garments we will get to you before the end of next week, n’est-ce pas?”


“Except for the lace you have to order from Paris.”


Madame patted his arm with a coquettish smile. “Oh, Sir Henry, you have such a good memory! Of course, you are right. And I regret to say that I cannot guarantee when I can complete it, but it will be such a stunning gown. I’m sure you will find a special occasion for Mademoiselle to wear it.” Madame winked at Eliza conspiratorially.


Eliza had a hard time keeping her mirth under control as Madame said her goodbyes. But she had to admit, when it came to fashion, she had complete faith in Madame’s ability.


Henry stepped up behind Eliza. “Did you enjoy yourself, my sweet?”


“How could I not? I feel as if I stepped into a fairy tale.”


Henry grinned, satisfied with her answer, and whispered in her ear, “You are still wearing the corset!”


She sent him a cheeky smile over her shoulder and accepted the cloak he draped over her. “Does that meet with your approval, my lord?”


“Oh, most definitely.” He directed her toward the door. “Time to get you before a roaring fire so I can peel you out of all these layers and inspect it once more.”


She laughed up at him, still giddy from her shopping spree. “I do believe you are planning to corrupt me further, sir.”


His eyes turned dark with desire. Bending close, he lowered his voice. “I’m planning to thoroughly debauch you and you will enjoy every second of it.”


Eliza’s eyes widened and she blushed furiously, then she swallowed and whispered, “You better get me home, then, before I melt into a puddle right here.”


Henry threw his head back and let out a delighted peal of laughter as he led her out onto the street. “As first attempts at bawdy flirtation go, you hit the mark dead on, sweetheart.” He drew her hand through the crook of his elbow, held on to her hand, and smiled down at her. “We are going to have so much fun together. There are so many things I want to show you and do with you.”


“Lead on, then,” she said through a grin and set a brisk pace for Cavendish Square.





CHAPTER TWELVE


DESPITE THEIR BRISK PACE, THEY WERE HALF frozen by the time they reached Henry’s house, and since they had missed lunch, Henry ordered high tea to be brought to his sitting room.


William took their hats and helped peel them out of their coats.


“Are there fires laid in my rooms?”


“Yes, sir. And in the library.”


Henry took Eliza’s hand to lead her upstairs. “Good. Have extra wood brought up. Oh, and William, Madame Clarise is sending over some boxes. Have them brought to Eliza’s room.”


William winked at Eliza, making it clear he, too, approved of their new relations. “Will do.”


Eliza barely had time to smile back before Henry dragged her up the stairs.


“And no one is to disturb me until further notice,” Henry threw over his shoulder.


Lifting her skirts with her free hand, Eliza did her best to keep up. She was a little flushed and out of breath by the time Henry closed the sitting room door behind them and twirled her into his arms for a heated kiss.


“God, I want you!”


Eliza blushed and, a little shy, nuzzled into his shoulder. “I like it when you touch me and kiss me. And I like when we flirt. I suppose that means I want you too?”


He chuckled and held her close. “My want for you is a little more carnal, more focused on the act itself, but let’s stick to the flirting till after tea. I’m hungry for just plain old food, too.”


He led her over to the fireplace and rubbed her still-freezing hands.


Eliza had never been in this room before. She’d helped straighten out his bedroom but had never penetrated this far.


The room was spacious and bright, despite the winter gray outside the three tall sash windows. The walls were a creamy beige, the skirting and intricate crown molding brilliant white. The drapes were light blue velvet, and the armchairs in front of the fireplace and the sofa were covered in dark leather with big brass studs holding it in place.


There was a small writing desk in front of one of the windows, too delicate to be a man’s desk, but the chair in front of it was sturdy and it obviously held pride of place. Eliza admired the mother-of-pearl inlay and thought that perhaps it had belonged to his mother. There were a number of beautifully rendered foreign-looking landscapes decorating the walls, and over the fireplace hung a picture of a bay stallion—Henry’s favorite horse perhaps.


Bookshelves lined the walls, but most of the books seemed to have made their way into stacks on the floor, next to what was clearly Henry’s favorite armchair by the fire. The polished floorboards were almost entirely covered by colorful Persian rugs, the most luxuriant of which was laid before the fire.


Eliza could picture Henry sprawled in the chair reading, his stockinged feet stretched toward the fire on the intricately patterned carpet.


As if he had read her mind, Henry urged her to the armchair opposite the one that was so obviously his. Once she was comfortably seated, he knelt before her to unlace her half boots and take them off so she could warm her feet. Eliza gratefully dug her toes into the soft wool of the carpet. “I imagined the magic carpet, in that story you read to me, just like this.”


Henry gave her toes a little rub and smiled up at her. “I suppose it would have been very similar. The story comes from the same part of the world as the rug.”


Then Henry went to take a seat in his favorite chair and pulled off his boots. He caught Eliza eyeing the stack of books by his chair and grinned. “Mrs. Tibbit despairs every time she comes in here, but I know exactly where everything is, and I like it that way.”


Their cozy moment was interrupted by William, who came to drop the requested wood in the brass holder by the fire. On his heels followed Mrs. Tibbit with the tea tray, and they gratefully accepted the cups of tea she handed them and helped themselves to ham sandwiches and warm scones with clotted cream and plum jam.


For Eliza, there was nothing quite like tea and scones still warm from the oven on a cold winter afternoon. Besides the appeal of the food itself, the fare reminded her of happy times with her mother.


Mrs. Tibbit’s friendly smile comforted her further, but that good lady’s eyes held a question.


“Can I get you anything else?” It was a routine inquiry, but Mrs. Tibbit’s intent gaze told Eliza it held more than its usual meaning, and it was directed at her. It seemed Mrs. Tibbit was in need of reassurance from her. The worthy housekeeper did not seem shocked that Eliza had become Sir Henry’s lover, but she cared enough about her to want to make sure she was happy with her new status.


Eliza gave her friend her very best smile. “I’m perfectly content.”


Mrs. Tibbit nodded her understanding and beamed at her with obvious relief. Sir Henry clearly held a place in her heart, and a conflict between her employer and her protégé would have placed a strain on her loyalties.


Henry, who had been too intent on his food to observe their little interplay, swallowed the last of his sandwich and washed it down with a swig of tea. “This will do very nicely till dinner. Thank you, Mrs. Tibbit.”


He turned his attention to the scones, but not before he caught the look she sent his way. It conveyed something along the lines of “Be good to her, and clean up your room!” He smiled warmly at his housekeeper and longtime friend. “Don’t worry, Tibby, she will come to no harm in my care.”


Mrs. Tibbit mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like “She better not” and exited the room. But there was a spring in her step, and when she turned to close the door quietly behind her, he saw the smile on her face.


“I think Mrs. Tibbit approves of you taking me to your bed,” Henry said when they were alone.


Eliza blushed furiously, but held his gaze despite his obvious amusement. “Or maybe she just approves of me being warm and well fed.”


Henry’s grin grew bigger. “She might at that. She has taken quite a liking to you.”


So many in his household had become friends to her over the past weeks, and she was grateful beyond measure. It filled her with a warmth deeper than any fire could give. Henry, however, was not done teasing. “She could just be happy I’m no longer spending my money on a Drury Lane light skirt.” He turned tragic eyes on her. “She never approved of Millie.”


Eliza hadn’t approved of Millie either, but was she really any different than Millie now? “In that case, she won’t be so happy when the boxes from Madame Clarise start arriving.”


Henry looked chagrined. “Why ever not? She will be happy I’m spoiling you a little.”


She was truly embarrassed now. Once Madame Clarise had started draping fabrics over her, she had forgotten about the expense of it all. “You spent too much. I shouldn’t have let you.” She raised solemn eyes to him, and he knew he’d taken the joke too far.


Depositing both their plates on those handy stacks of books, he dropped to one knee, and took both her hands. “Eliza, my sweet, listen to me. I am a very rich man and no one is going to reproach you for accepting a few gifts from me. Not even you!” Winking at her, he placed a kiss on the tip of her nose.


She had to smile just a little at that, causing the dimple in her right cheek to make an appearance, which he then had to kiss too.


“I want to spoil you; it makes me happy to see your eyes shine with pleasure. And I like seeing you in pretty things. So the gifts I give you are really for me too. You understood that with the corset, that’s why you are still wearing it.” He let his eyes roam over her breasts and her narrow waist, so admirably shaped by the French garment.


She giggled at the way he ogled her. “I do like the way that corset makes you look at me. I like looking pretty for you.”


His eyes grew soft and tender. “You are stunning.”


He let his hands trail up the side of her body and opened a few strategic buttons on her dress so he could admire the naked swell of her breasts framed by the corset. She could see his eyes darken with desire, but when he looked back up at her, his expression was thoughtful. “I like to see you happy, Eliza. In fact, I want you to tell me whenever there is something I might do for you. And I don’t mean just clothes and such.” He gazed at her more seriously now. “For instance, I could look into the situation at the inn for you. It may well legally belong to you if your father left a will to that effect.”


She nodded. “I did wonder why Horace was so eager to get rid of me. I don’t like that he has my father’s inn. But then again, I don’t think I could ever go back after all that happened to me and my mum there.”


“I’ll have my lawyer look into it, and maybe we’ll send William up there to have a look around the inn to see if we can find the original will.”


Eliza turned this over in her mind, warming to the subject. She really did not want Horace to get away with all he had done. “If there’s a will, it would be in my mum’s papers in the trunk in the private sitting room at the back of the house. He never touched them, since he doesn’t know his letters, so they might still be there.”


Henry watched her as she stared into the fire, her brow furrowed in thought. “Tomorrow I’ll send William and one of his mates. If it’s still there, they’ll find it.”


She turned her serious brown eyes back to him, a crease between her brows. “Thank you, Henry, but if you were to do something of this nature for me, I would rather you did something to stop Hobbs. Horace is awful, but he’s nothing compared to Hobbs. That one’s a monster.”


Henry nodded, huffing a sigh of frustration. “I quite agree, but there is nothing I can do about him at present. As long as he restricts himself to the city of London, he is protected by the city magistrates he pays off and the Lord Mayor, who is deathly afraid of an out-andout war amongst the crime lords.”


Eliza gave him a long, considering look. If she told him about Daisie and what had happened in Hampstead, William might find out. But then again, Daisie had said she would tell him if there was a chance it would do any good. “Could you get to Hobbs and deal with him if he went somewhere else?”


Henry’s eyes sharpened in an instant. “Only if he does something illegal and the local magistrate is willing to cooperate or at least look the other way.”
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