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Praise for The Innkeeper’s Daughter



“Schwarz launches her Gentleman Spy Mysteries series with an immersive and suspenseful Regency romance. The magnetic love scenes and enticing mystery will have readers eagerly anticipating the next installment.”


— Publishers Weekly


“The Innkeeper’s Daughter is a sumptuous, sensual Regency romance that teases the senses and recalls the golden age of romance novels.”


— Foreword Reviews


“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 the artists in my life who taught me how to mix watercolors on a palette and expel excess water from a brush with the flick of my wrist.
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PROLOGUE


JANUARY 1820, HAMPSTEAD HEATH



A GUNSHOT REVERBERATED DEEP WITHIN THE hillside and startled the servant in the sedan chair awake. The man jumped up, disoriented by the dark, cold night around him. But as soon as he remembered himself, he kicked his colleague, who slumbered under a heavy blanket next to the chair.


“Something’s up, mate.”


The other servant scrambled to his feet and straightened his wig just in time. Hurried footsteps sounded from inside the hill, and his partner opened the heavy iron door. Four elegantly dressed figures spilled out of the portal set into the hillside. They were all masked, and one roughly pulled the only woman of the group along with him.


Another new arrival, completely dressed in black, motioned to the man holding the woman’s arm. “Take her away and make sure she talks to no one.”


The man complied instantly, dragging the woman farther down the heath, where a coach waited by the side of the road. They got in, and the vehicle pulled away just as another gentleman emerged from the dark tunnel and stepped out into the open, leaning heavily on a carved ivory cane. He was bowed by age, but the mouth below the mask was harsh and unyielding. As the coach disappeared into the darkness, the old man ripped the mask off his face and threw it to the ground. Ignoring the servants, he fixed the other two gentlemen in a death stare, anger rolling off him in waves. “Let that be a lesson to you: arrogance leads to mistakes. March may act the fool, but do not underestimate him again. Astor is dead because he got careless.”


He walked to the sedan chair and sank into it, some of the tension leaving his body. “As for you two, give me your rings and collect all the others. We won’t meet during the customary mourning period. I’ll send out the rings again when it’s time to elect the next dungeon master.”


From their pinky fingers, both men removed gold rings depicting two snakes hissing at each other, and handed them to the old man. They then pulled off their masks and stashed them in their pockets, and the young man bent to pick up the old man’s from the ground. The one entirely in black stroked a weary hand over his face. He looked somber, even a little shaken, while the younger one trembled with barely contained anger. He was tall, powerfully built, and handsome; but there was a dangerous glint in his eyes. “I can’t wait to get my hands on the meddling fool’s bastard and show her that she’s indeed the whore she was born to be.”


The old man turned his unsettlingly bright eyes on the young man and pointed his ivory cane at him. “You have yet to be elected dungeon master, and there are at least three ahead of you who want the honor! Do not embarrass me by doing something rash; you just saw where that will lead. In case it has escaped your notice, we did not achieve our goal tonight. March may well be able to prevent the scandal we need to discredit the reform bill. Besides, young Emily March is only twelve and apparently still flat as a board. As far as I am informed, most of us still like our women to have tits and be old enough to appreciate what’s being done to them.”


The young man, properly chastised, hung his head. “As you wish, grandfather. I apologize.”


The old man’s eyes softened just a fraction. “Fiddlesticks, my boy.” He gestured for the two servants to lift the chair so they could depart, then turned to the man in black. “Tell Ostley it will be his responsibility to retrieve the March girl when the time comes. And if he succeeds, he’ll earn the right to be in the dungeon when she’s broken in.”


“It shall be done, my lord.”


Both men bowed as the sedan chair was lifted and the old man waved his cane in a dismissive salute.


“It had better be. I will not tolerate any further mistakes. The Knights can’t afford them.”


The two men watched the chair until it was swallowed completely by the night, then the younger man turned to the older. “I don’t understand why Sir Henry isn’t one of us. His father was!”


The older man smirked and turned to head down the hill. “Ah, the older March was a true believer, having served Charles Stuart himself for a period of time in Italy. Sir Henry, on the other hand, hated his father, did well in the army, and may still be serving the crown. Besides, not everyone shares our sexual tastes, and we never could find anything sufficiently damaging to force him into the fold. His failings are all right out in the open for everyone to see.”


The young man shook his head. “That’s unfortunate; he is actually very clever.”


The older man chuckled. “You have no idea. You were too young during the war. He’s a formidable opponent. But fear not, we will break him through his daughter.”





CHAPTER ONE


FEBRUARY 1823, ON THE ROAD FROM NEWBURY TO AVON



THE DAY WAS RATHER SPECTACULAR FOR LATE February. Sir Henry March, accompanied only by his groom, piloted his curricle along a small country road toward Upavon and his ducal cousin’s estate. He’d taken his hat and greatcoat off some miles back to let the sun warm him. The dry and unseasonably warm weather had left the roads passable, the riverbanks painted in crocus yellow and purple, and the bare trees brightened with the first hint of spring. Sir Henry had high hopes the familiar beloved landscape in all its spring glory would cheer him, but so far, nature’s exuberance had served only to highlight the melancholy holding his heart hostage.


It was out of character for Sir Henry to feel so low. At four and thirty he was in his prime, blessed with a considerable fortune and the respect of his peers. He enjoyed good health, and nature had favored him with a pleasing countenance, straight limbs, and the kind of charisma women found hard to resist. His eyes were blue and penetrating, his hair sandy blond and cropped short, and his smile engaging.


However, only three weeks had passed since he’d said goodbye to his lovely mistress, Eliza. There was no anger to carry him through the parting, since her sacrifice was as great as his own, and so he could only miss her. He missed her smell, her smile, the way she twirled her long dark locks around her fingers while she read. Most of all, he missed knowing she would be there when he got home. But Eliza had taken on the task of helping his friend and partner, Allen, who had returned from a foreign assignment with considerable injuries. And, to honor his agreement not to see Eliza for six months, Henry had to trust another agent to investigate the Russian threat and to keep Allen and Eliza safe.


Henry and his groom had just passed through a sunlit oak forest, bright with early whispers of green, and were heading up the last rise before the descent into the Avon valley. He pulled up his grays on the crest of the hill overlooking the river. His cousin’s ancestral castle stood in the distance. The horses bent their heads to nibble at tufts of grass by the side of the road while Henry allowed himself a moment to take in the familiar vista.


The road ahead led down a sheep-studded incline and over an ancient stone bridge spanning one of the arms of the Avon River. It passed through the charming hamlet of Upavon and disappeared into the forests beyond. The calmly flowing river below was bracketed by willows and hazel, shimmering silver where the sun hit the water.


The scene was utterly peaceful. Not even the river had any sense of urgency, meandering here and there along its gently sloping valley, bordered by farmland and wooded groves. Henry took a deep breath, wanting the calm of this place to penetrate every cell of his being.


He let his gaze travel back up the side of the hill to the forest to his right and paused. There, some distance away, where the forest stopped and the grassland began, a woman sat silhouetted against the horizon. She was seated on a portable stool and leaned toward a spindly easel as she painted.


The woman was half turned away from him, absorbed in her work and oblivious to his presence. Henry found that circumstance most intriguing. It left him free to observe her, as she observed the landscape, and just like that, his love of the land was shared with another and his loneliness somewhat alleviated.


Her figure was pleasing, and she seemed too young to be sitting at the edge of the forest by herself. Even from where he sat, the look of concentration on her profile was unmistakable. Her dark hair was brushed back from her face and held together at the nape of her neck with a sky-blue ribbon. Curiously, there were also several brushes stuck in it, and some of the shorter, slow-curling strands were unceremoniously tucked behind her ear. She wore a rather dowdy blue dress, and a large green triangular shawl was tied around her peasant-style to keep her warm and her hands free.


But what held Henry’s attention was not her youth, or her looks, but the way she painted. She blindly bent to wash out her brush in a preserve glass on the ground, then flicked it behind her to expel the excess water, while looking alternately at the scene before her and her unfinished painting. Then she dipped her brush into two different pots of paint, swiftly mixed the color on her palette, held the palette up to check the accuracy of the hue, and added a few self-assured dabs to her composition. She cocked her head to the side to check the effect, added one more dab, and moved on to paint the sky with a broader brush she pulled from her hair.


Henry couldn’t see the watercolor from his perch on the curricle, but he was willing to bet it was good. Every movement she made proved she was put on this earth to paint, and seeing her embrace her purpose was very attractive. Perhaps if he could find a woman who had a purpose he could understand and respect, married life might not be so bad. Eliza was right: he had to open himself to the possibility of meeting a woman he could at least like, if not love. He would never even have contemplated such a thing if she hadn’t insisted they go their separate ways.


Over at the forest’s edge, the painter lifted her clasped hands overhead and reached skyward to stretch out her shoulders, inadvertently offering Henry a tantalizing view of the curve of her breast. But before he could wonder who she was, his attention was drawn to two riders emerging from the woods across the river and racing toward the old stone bridge. The flag of silvery blond hair streaming behind the female rider identified her as his daughter, Emily, who urged her dappled gray Arabian into a hair-raising full gallop, intent on winning the race. Impatient to see her, Henry pulled up the reins, set his team in motion, and promptly forgot all about the intriguing woman on the hill.


EMILY BEAT HER COUSIN BERTIE to the bridge and slowed her mare to a canter to cross it, having spotted her father driving down the hill. Coming to a halt, she kicked her boot free of the stirrup and slid down the side of her horse with practiced ease. She patted the mare on her rump to let her know she was free to munch on the tender spring grass, then pulled herself up to sit on the bridge’s stone wall, letting her booted feet swing from under her slightly too short riding habit.


As Henry approached, he couldn’t help but notice that not only had Emily outgrown the length of her frock but the material stretched tightly over her chest. With growing unease, he realized his lovely Emily—his treasured baby daughter—had grown breasts. No wonder the well-meaning matrons in Henry’s life had deemed it necessary to impress upon Eliza the urgency of considering Emily’s coming out.


Oblivious to his musings and her growing feminine allure, Emily sat there with the air of one who had patience with the male of the species, but only to a point.


Bertie reined in his big bay gelding just as Henry pulled up to the side of the bridge. But Emily’s attention was still on Bertie, obviously keen to see his reaction to her win. At seventeen, Bertie was tall and lanky, and promised to fill out into a fine male specimen before too long. Right now he brushed his overlong dark-blond hair from his eyes and looked at Emily with a mixture of admiration and annoyance. “By Zeus, Em, how do you get her to go like that? She’s barely bigger than a pony.”


Emily’s blue eyes sparkled, her silver-blond hair still wild and her face flushed from the exercise. “Maybe she just loves me and knows how much I love winning. Don’t you, Adonis?”


Adonis lifted her head at the mention of her name and softly blew in Emily’s direction.


Bertie, meanwhile, frowned and shook his head. “That name is just wrong. You should rename her, or stick to calling her Addy.”


The horse moved to her mistress’s side and nuzzled her neck in silent support while Emily glowered up at Bertie. “Adonis is her given name. It’s not my fault that stupid Greek deity turned out to be male. I just liked the name and what’s done is done.”


Familiar with the ceaseless bickering between his daughter and her favorite cousin, Henry shook his head, tossed the reins to Roberts, and jumped down from the curricle. Taking her cue from her father, Emily hopped off the wall and stepped into his waiting arms. “Hello, Papa. Do you want me to ride with you back to Avon?”


Henry hugged her close and grinned at her cheek. She may have grown up, but she was still the same incorrigible, gregarious, horse-mad tomboy she had always been. “Hello, Poppet! Yes, I would very much like your company, and yes, you can take the reins. Has Uncle Arthur been giving you lessons?”


Emily wrinkled her nose and rolled her eyes. Secretly the irreverent gesture delighted Henry, especially because it infuriated Hortense, his cousin’s humorless, unbending wife.


“Hardly ever! Aunt Hortense doesn’t approve of women driving, especially not teams. We have to sneak around so she doesn’t find out—and you know how much Uncle Arthur hates sneaking around.”


“That’s not fair, Em. I’ve been teaching you at least twice a week. And I’ve incurred more than one lecture from Mama for it too.” Bertie’s righteous indignation fairly made him tremble, while Emily’s eyes danced with amusement.


Listening to them, Henry wished Bertie would stand up to her. It was really too bad the boy let Emily run roughshod over him and that they both acted in all ways like siblings. They may have made a match of it, had their childhood love turned into romance over time. Obviously that was a vain hope now, a fact certain to please the duchess. Henry would just have to look for a suitably chaste and well-connected wife, reform his debauched ways, and launch Emily into society when the time came so she could find a husband she could love as well as respect.


Henry extended his hand to Bertie, who had not bothered to dismount. “Good afternoon, Bertie. My grays and I surely appreciate your efforts to teach Emily, even if she herself remains ungrateful. When are you going up to Oxford?”


The young man beamed down at Henry and shook his hand enthusiastically. “September, Uncle Henry. Reverend Spittle thinks my Latin still needs work, but since I don’t have the brains for law or medicine, and no inclination to join the church, I really don’t think it signifies.”


Henry nodded his understanding. There was another reason Emily would have been a good match for the boy: he loved the land, and the only way to get his hands on an estate was to marry an heiress. “Are you still planning on studying land management and taking over from Watson when he retires?”


Bertie huffed. “If he ever retires, you mean. But, yes, that’s my plan until I can buy my own land.”


Henry smiled at his favorite nephew. Perhaps he would do something for the boy if he proved himself. “Good for you. Stick to your guns and don’t let your mother push you into the church if you don’t feel a calling. There are more than enough mediocre churchmen out there already.”


Grinning from ear to ear, Bertie announced, “That’s what the good reverend said. He even went as far as to tell Mama so.”


Both Henry and Emily gasped in mock shock.


“He did not!”


“Does the man have a death wish?”


Bertie chuckled. “I thought it was rather brave of him. Mama almost had an apoplexy though, and if Father had not agreed with him, Mama may have pushed to have poor Spittle excommunicated.”


That statement sent Emily into a fit of giggles before she noted with a superior eye roll, “They only excommunicate people from the Catholic Church, you dolt.”


And off they went into their next enthusiastic round of bickering.


ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the stone bridge, a little ways down-river, stood an aging barn. Within its wide open doors stood two men, leaning on a broom and pitchfork respectively. They had been in the middle of a lazy afternoon chat when Henry met up with his daughter by the bridge, and now the two men watched the little group with interest.


The younger of the two men nodded his chin toward Emily. “That’un Sir Henry’s?”


The older man slowly moved his head up and down in the affirmative while his eyes traveled up and down Emily’s young, nubile body appreciatively. “Yep, that’s her, Bob. Growing up fast, ain’t she?”


The younger man grinned, revealing a large gap where his two front teeth had been knocked out in a pub brawl. “Sure is, Jerry. Just look at the jugs on ’er. Last time I saw ’er she was still flat as can be.”


Jerry watched Sir Henry’s daughter and the duke’s youngest son argue good-naturedly. “Looks like young Lord Bertram noticed too.”


Bob laughed. “Course ’e did. The rest of ’er ain’t ’alf bad either.”


Jerry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It’s that blond hair I wouldn’t mind spreadin’ over me pillow.”


Bob nudged his elbow into his friend and employer’s side. “I wouldn’t let the missus ’ear you talk like that if I was you.”


They both laughed, and Bob took another calculating look at Sir Henry’s daughter. Miss Emily growing up was news, and he knew Baron Ostley would pay good money to hear it. The only problem was getting back to Oxfordshire to deliver it.


Loading his pitchfork with hay, Bob headed back into the barn. “So how long’s planting gonna take? I can’t leave me auntie alone for too long. She’s getting on, you know.”


Jerry took up his broom and headed for the tack room. It was always the same with Bob; as soon as he got here, he started worrying about his aunt back in Oxfordshire. But he was a good worker, even if he was a bit odd. “I can spare you for a week at Easter, how’s that?”


MEANWHILE, HENRY HELD THE GRAYS’ heads until Emily securely held the reins, then climbed up beside her, while Henry’s groom and Bertie rode off across the fields.


Blessed silence descended as Emily concentrated on controlling Henry’s spirited team. But then, into that silence, Emily asked the one question sure to disturb Henry’s peace. “Where is Eliza, Papa? I thought she was to come with you this time.”


Closing his eyes for a moment, he decided to tell his daughter the truth. “Poppet, Eliza and I parted ways.”


Emily was clearly shocked. “What do you mean, you parted ways?”


“I mean we agreed to not see each other for six months as I look for a wife. It wouldn’t be fair to her, or me, or my future wife, for me to be with Eliza whilst I look over the debutantes.”


Her response was almost desperate. “No, no, no! Papa, you love Eliza, and she loves you. You can’t just cast her aside. This is all because of Grossmama’s harebrained notion that you have to bring me out with a wife by your side so society will accept me, isn’t it? Please, Papa, you don’t have to marry some silly wigeon just because I’m illegitimate! Aunt Hortense can bring me out.”


The horses started to react to Emily’s agitation, so Henry steadied her hands and gave them a little squeeze for reassurance. “Sweetheart, she has four daughters of her own to bring out, and you know what she’s like.”


Emily wouldn’t concede the point. “Then Grossmama and Aunt Greyson will do it.”


Henry shook his head. “They will help, but they also think I need to reform my ways, and the easiest way to do that, in the eyes of society, is to marry a proper lady. They have decided it’s time, and Eliza agrees with them. You see, she knows me well enough to know I would never forgive myself if I didn’t do all within my power to ensure you can choose freely whom you want to marry.”


He wrapped his arm around his now-crying daughter. “Sweetheart, Eliza will always be our friend, and she will never want for anything. I promise you that.”


Emily hiccuped, and Henry felt like crying right along with her. “Can I still see her?”


“Of course, darling. In fact, she is helping Allen right now and will still be working with Aunt Greyson, so you will see her every time you come to town.”


Nodding slowly, Emily returned her attention to the horses and the road ahead. When she spoke next, it was with a calm and maturity that showed no trace of the bickering adolescent from just a few minutes ago. “I hate that you have to miss her because of me. Eliza made you happy, and I like seeing you happy.”


Henry sighed and stretched out as far as it was possible in the sporty vehicle. “I do miss her, and she did make me happy. But you see, sweetheart, she taught me that I can love more than one person over the span of my life. So it is possible I shall love again, and so will she.”


Emily didn’t really understand what Henry was trying to say, having no experience with romantic love herself. But she knew he had loved her mother and still loved Eliza, and from what he said, it followed he could love someone else if he met the right person. She hoped with all her heart the salons of London this season would yield a lady her father could love. Emily felt comforted by the possibility and swore a silent oath never to be the one to stand in the way of her Papa’s happiness ever again.





CHAPTER TWO


HENRY SPENT THE NEXT FEW WEEKS LETTING his relatives ease his loneliness. His cousin’s large family was lively and entertaining, Emily enchanting if prickly, and his grandmother loving and supportive.


The Duke and Duchess of Avon planned to introduce their second daughter into society during the coming season, and Grossmama promised to come to town with them, so at least Henry wouldn’t be alone in his search for a suitable wife.


By the time he said goodbye to his cousins and Emily in mid-March to begin the spring round to his estates, he felt more able to enter this new stage of his life, possibly even felt a small amount of excitement at the prospect of meeting a new woman.


Henry’s first stop was the modest estate near Reading he had inherited from his mother. Oakdale was the smallest of Henry’s holdings, but the fields were well irrigated and extremely fertile, and it was close enough to London for goods to be brought to market there.


Henry left the lovely Palladian manor behind a couple of weeks later. As he traveled through Reading, he saw a watercolor in the window of a small gallery. It looked like it had been painted from the very spot where he had observed the alluring painter on the hill above Upavon. Stopping on an impulse, and finding the painting to be of excellent quality, he bought it. The landscape was signed with the initials IJC, giving no indication as to the painter’s gender and fueling Henry’s fancy of purchasing the very painting he had seen the lady paint.


But duty called, and a fancy was after all just a fancy, so Henry got on his way to Sussex to oversee the lambing. From there he went to Norfolk, where planting was underway, and then headed to his ancestral lands in Lincolnshire.


BY THE TIME HE GOT back to London in late April, spring was in full bloom and the season had already begun. The moment Henry entered the library in his house on Cavendish Square, it became abundantly clear his grandmother and Lady Greyson had sent word to the season’s hostesses that he was in the market for a bride. His desk was literally overflowing with invitations to all kinds of events, from balls to musicals to Venetian breakfasts.


It took Henry an entire day to sort through and answer his mail. He was aided in this by a letter from his godmother, Lady Greyson, who had taken it upon herself to make a list of all the families attending the season with unmarried daughters. She included information as to each lady’s age, how many seasons she’d had, her musical talents, and her other interests. Lady Greyson also furnished a brief description, in those cases where she had met the woman. But for the most part, the ladies were in truth girls under the age of eighteen, and Henry was tempted to exclude them on their youth alone.


There were only nine candidates over twenty whom Lady Greyson had not dismissed for one reason or another, and a handful of virtuous widows under the age of thirty. Since the widows were unlikely to host events, Henry would rely on Grossmama and his godmother to introduce him. But he matched the names of the nine older misses to his invitations and accepted all those from their families. Then he sorted through the rest and accepted all the invitations to balls, as he liked dancing. He also committed himself to a few musicals. Those gave the young ladies a chance to showcase their accomplishments, and he did wish for a wife with a purpose of her own. Not to mention he himself was fond of playing the pianoforte.


Henry’s first engagement was a ball that very night. Having no desire to face the lion’s den all by himself, he sent a message asking Lady Greyson whether she had need of an escort for the evening. Then he ordered a bath and went about the lengthy process of preening himself to the level of polish expected of a man in search of a noble-born wife.


Two hours later, Henry emerged from his rooms clad in an exquisitely cut dark blue velvet tailcoat with wide lapels and double rows of silver buttons. His silk waistcoat was the same shade of blue, but shot through with silver thread, and his satin breeches were a silvery gray. Light gray silk stockings brought out well-formed calves, and the dark gray dancing shoes sported silver buckles matching the buttons on his coat. A square-cut sapphire winked from the folds of his snowy white neckcloth, mirroring the color of Henry’s eyes. He was freshly shaved, his sandy sideburns trimmed short and his nails polished. In short, Henry was the very picture of wealth and elegance.


Lady Greyson’s note expressing her unmitigated joy at having Henry as her escort arrived during dinner and stressed he was expected to pick her up at eight. Groaning at the thought of arriving so very early, he called for his carriage without even inspecting dessert, earning himself an eye roll from his man, William, and a disgruntled mutter from his housekeeper, Mrs. Tibbit. Both knew the circumstances of Emily’s birth and his need to marry a woman of good standing in society. But they’d become accustomed to the easy camaraderie in Henry’s household and missed Eliza, almost as much as Henry himself did. No doubt they were apprehensive. His new wife, once he could bring himself to choose one, would come from a respected family and would naturally expect the servants to behave like servants and keep their opinions to themselves.


Heaving a sigh, Henry concluded he would have to reassure his two most senior staff, both also friends of long standing. “Will, why don’t you help Daisie write a letter to Eliza? That way we can all find out how she fares. After all, I’m the only one who isn’t allowed to contact her for the time being.”


William, broad shouldered and square faced, handed him his hat and gloves, then met his eyes. “We already did that, and she is well enough. Worried about Mr. Strathem and you, but well enough.”


Mrs. Tibbit chimed in, “We are mostly worried about you, sir.”


Henry smiled, knowing her concern was genuine, but also conscious of what the “mostly” signified. “It’ll be all right, Tibby! I promise not to marry a harpy.”


His housekeeper, round and maternal, looked like she wanted to swat him, but returned his smile in the end. She and William nodded their understanding before Henry walked down the few steps to the sidewalk and stepped up into his carriage.


“LADY GREYSON, HOW WONDERFUL OF you to grace us with your presence.” Lady Brockhurst was a comfortably rounded matron in her midforties, decked out in a ruby-red ball gown with matching ostrich feathers in her hair. Diamonds winked from her bosom and her hair, competing with the twinkle in her eyes. “And you brought Sir Henry with you. How absolutely marvelous.”


Henry bowed over her hand as she turned her attention to him.


“I hear you have finally decided to look for a wife, and since I have two unmarried girls on my hands, I doubly welcome you to our house.”


A Miss Brockhurst was in fact on Henry’s list of debutantes twenty and older, so he assumed she had a younger sister, but only one of the young women next to his talkative host wore pastel pink. The other young woman appeared rather somber in midnight-blue taffeta that did nothing to enhance her mousy coloring.


Lady Brockhurst was obviously excited to introduce her daughters to Sir Henry, so while her husband shook hands with their guest, she hustled her girls forward. “Since we have a moment, I might as well introduce you to my girls.” She indicated the shy, plump girl in pink, who blushed profusely and sank into a deep curtsy. “This is my youngest, Sarah. She’s in her second season, so feel free to ask her to waltz.”


Henry felt bad for the clearly mortified girl as he bowed over her shaking hand and raised her out of her curtsy. But before he could ask her to dance, Lady Brockhurst continued:


“But if you don’t fancy wedding an infant, this is my oldest, Mrs. Wilder. Her husband died a little over a year ago, and she is in need of another.”


The young widow glared daggers at her mother and sank into an absentminded curtsy while Henry did his best not to laugh. “I would be most gratified to dance with both of your lovely daughters. Mrs. Wilder, your servant.”


Henry bowed over the older daughter’s hand but addressed the younger first. “Would you grant me the pleasure of the opening quadrille, Miss Brockhurst?”


The girl smiled a tentative smile and handed him her dance card. After he had put his name in the appropriate spot, he turned to the other. “And may I have the pleasure of your company for the first country dance, Mrs. Wilder?”


The young woman appeared less than pleased to have to dance with Henry, but finally managed a civil enough, “I would be honored,” and handed him her card.


Henry filled in his name, stepped back, nodded to all three ladies, and offered his arm to Lady Greyson to help her into the still sparsely populated ballroom below. Once they had navigated the five steps and were out of hearing, Lady Greyson patted his arm and murmured, “Well done, my boy! Dancing the opening quadrille with the host’s daughter is polite and firmly puts you on the market as a possible husband. I expect to be inundated with requests for an introduction. Now all you have to do is turn up at Almack’s every Wednesday and there’ll be no doubt in any of the matrons’ minds that you’re set on finding a bride.”


Henry gave a humorless chuckle as he led her to a sofa along the wall, where they had a clear view of the new arrivals. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to sacrifice a waltz to either of the Brockhurst daughters. I take it Mrs. Wilder does not approve of my lifestyle to date. I can only hope she doesn’t decide to make it her mission to reform me.”


Lady Greyson arranged her voluminous jade-green skirts around herself before she returned her attention to Henry. “Mrs. Wilder doesn’t approve of many people, not even her mother, whom I like very much. I think it very unlikely this virtuous widow will set her cap at you, but don’t be so quick to dismiss the younger girl. She may not be the prettiest of the bunch, but she has a sweet nature.”


They were distracted by a flurry of new arrivals. The Earl and Countess of Hedgely had stopped at the top of the stairs to survey the activities below while their charges, Lady Caroline, a dark-haired, green-eyed beauty in a butter-yellow gown, and Miss Imogen Tubbs, a classic English rose in pure white, chatted to the Brockhurst girls.


Henry nudged his godmother. “I do hope at least one of them is on my list.”


Lady Greyson smirked behind her fan as she watched the two beauties float down the stairs. “They both are, my boy. Miss Tubbs was a late debutante due to her mother’s death two years ago. She was declared a diamond of the first water last season, but fell in love with a penniless viscount her father objected to. She’s reportedly still nursing a broken heart, but her cousin and best friend, Lady Caroline, persuaded her to come back for her second season. Lady Caroline is in her third season and, as you can see, a beauty in her own right. However, she’s been very vocal about her wish to wed a rich, as well as titled, gentleman. Since titles have been a little thin on the ground over the last few seasons and rich titles are downright rare, she hasn’t yet caught one.”


Henry shook his head in resignation and laughed. “How on earth do you expect me to consider anyone for my wife, and Emily’s mother, after you just informed me she is as calculating as a Covent Garden strumpet?”


Lady Greyson rapped his knuckles with her fan but laughed right along with him. “Well, Henry, you of all people should know knowledge is power. I’m just helping you make an informed decision.”


Henry’s laugh held genuine mirth now. He rose and held out his hand to help his companion to her feet. “I do appreciate the information and your concern, Ann. Let’s explore the refreshment table before it gets too crowded, and you can introduce me to the English rose so I may waste one of the waltzes on her. I do believe her viscount is one of my neighbors in Lincolnshire, and he has made great strides toward restoring his lands to their former productivity, so perhaps she should hold out for him.”


Lady Greyson stood and smiled up at him. “Why, Henry! You’ve turned into a bona fide romantic! And you’re right, Chelmsly is indeed her viscount.”


She paused for a moment, then turned them so Henry faced the stairs again. “Coming down the stairs, the lady in blue, that’s Lady Jane Castleright.”


The receiving line had gotten busier, but Henry had no trouble identifying Lady Jane. The young woman’s features were too sharp to be called pretty, and her hair was a rather lackluster dark blond, but her green eyes held intelligence and her figure was pleasing. Henry had never met her, but had heard the name. “Isn’t she the one said to be able to cut a man in half with her tongue?”


Lady Greyson chuckled. “Yes, well, she can be rather cutting. But I think it may have more to do with the fact she just can’t abide fools rather than that she is mean-spirited. She is very bright, extremely well read, and loves the theatre.”


Henry smiled down at his godmother. “That certainly warrants a waltz. If that cutting tongue is used with enough wit, I might enjoy it.”


AS LUCK WOULD HAVE IT, they were intercepted by Lady Jane’s mother on the way back from the refreshment table. Lady Castleright rushed toward Lady Greyson, lavender skirts fluttering behind her, purple turban swaying dangerously, bringing a cloud of floral scent with her.


“Dearest Ann, so wonderful to see you here.” She grabbed Lady Greyson’s hands and air-kissed her cheeks, then sent a coy smile toward Henry, who surveyed the scene with bemusement. He knew for a fact Lady Castleright did not belong to his godmother’s inner circle, so why the display of affection?


“And this must be the charming Sir Henry!” Lady Castleright exclaimed.


With an amused smile and a surreptitious wink at Henry, Lady Greyson gestured toward each in turn. “Lady Castleright, the Countess of Weld. Sir Henry March.”


Henry kissed the air just above the countess’s hand. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Castleright.”


“The pleasure is all mine!” The lady preened for a moment at Henry’s attention, then pulled her daughter forward. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lady Jane.”


The young woman, for there was nothing of a girl in her, sank into a polite curtsy and extended her hand. Henry bent over it and allowed his lips to actually connect with her gloved fingertips. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Lady Jane. Would you honor me with a waltz?”


The quizzical look Lady Jane sent him indicated she was aware of her reputation, but her reply made it clear she didn’t intend to curb her tongue. “As long as you can string a sentence together without tripping over your tongue or your feet, I have no objections.”


She said it with a completely straight face, handing him her dance card while her mother gasped with mortification, and that was Henry’s undoing. He burst into laughter, and Lady Jane’s eyes snapped up to his, challenge written clearly in them.


“Well, my lady, that sounds like a challenge to me. Shall we make it the supper waltz so you can flay strips off my back with your tongue whilst I cut your meat for you?” Henry cocked a brow at her and she raised one of her own, but he detected a twinkle in her eyes.


“I do enjoy delivering a good set-down. The question is: are you a worthy opponent?”


Henry wrote his name into the space before supper, his eyes dancing with merriment. “Keep that up, my dear, and I shall have to call you Kate.”


That got him a little chuckle and a clipped “Touché!”


ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the ballroom, a young man, dark haired, blue eyed, and average in every way, stepped up next to the Earl of Weld, a corpulent man in his sixties. They both watched Henry being introduced to Lady Jane.


“What possessed the countess to introduce Lady Jane to Sir Henry March?”


The earl sighed heavily. “Lady Jane needs to get married, and Sir Henry is looking.” The earl turned to the young man. “What are you doing in a London ballroom, Bradshore?”


The young man drew back his shoulders, looking affronted. “I’m Viscount Ridgeworth now.”


Completely oblivious to his companion’s delicate feelings on the matter, the earl returned to the observation of his daughter. “Oh, right you are, I heard about the accident. My condolences.”


The new viscount lowered his head, trying to tamp down his annoyance. “Thank you.”


Henry’s laugh carried over to them, prompting a sigh from Lady Jane’s put-upon father and a headshake from Viscount Ridgeworth. “Warthon won’t like this. He is still planning to avenge Astor.”


The Earl of Weld sighed again. “Not to worry, nothing will come of it. And if, by some miracle, Jane doesn’t put him off, it will be easier to get to March once they are married, don’t you think?”


The newly minted viscount raised a superior eyebrow. “I doubt Warthon will see it that way, but I concede your point.”


The Earl of Weld was obviously not very interested in his companion’s opinion on the matter and changed the subject. “So do you still hold the living in Hove?”


The young man colored with annoyance. “Indeed not! The title comes with rather extensive lands and responsibilities.”


The hapless earl waved his hand in apology. “Oh, right, right. I suppose Warthon is looking for a replacement?”


Remembering the earl had a son in the church and smelling a threat to his position with the powerful Earl of Warthon, the viscount hastened to correct him, but not before a furtive look around to make sure he was not overheard. “I remain ordained and am a full member of the organization now. I will be on hand to officiate at ceremonies.”


Weld looked at him quizzically. “I thought you already were a full member since your cousin never joined.”


The viscount colored again at the correction. “The title lends more weight.” He obviously had more to say on the subject, but managed to control himself and bowed with feigned respect. “I better ask one of the young ladies to dance. I find myself in need of a wife.”


The Earl of Weld only grunted and turned his attention back to where Sir Henry was now leading the younger Brockhurst girl out for the opening quadrille. The bugger was putting his best foot forward, and Jane hadn’t handed him one of her famous set-downs yet. It was just like her to pick the one man with whom a connection would put a strain on his friendship with old Warthon.


BY THE TIME HENRY ESCORTED his godmother home at one o’clock in the morning, he had danced with seven of the nine candidates on his list of debutantes and four of the possible widows. He had liked three of the debutantes, one of his favorites being Miss Tubbs, in whom he inspired hope that she might achieve her heart’s desire after all. He was summarily dismissed by one virtuous widow, and less than half an hour later propositioned by another.


It seemed high society wasted no time embracing Sir Henry March, but only Lady Jane made a lasting impression, with her sharp wit and ability to converse intelligently on many a subject. She did appear a little cold, but Henry thought her attractive enough, and she surely would always be an interesting dinner partner.





CHAPTER THREE


THE SEASON RUSHED BY IN A WHIRLWIND OF AC-tivity. Henry danced with every wellborn woman of marriageable age attending the London ballrooms that year. Miss Brockhurst was indeed sweet natured, and the nightly dancing did her figure a world of good, but she had eyes only for Avon’s oldest son, Julian. Miss Tubbs was lovely in every way, but Henry couldn’t bring himself to pursue a woman who was so thoroughly in love with another.


The voluptuous and widowed Lady Chalmsford seemed a distinct possibility, until she revealed she loved the freedom of being a widow and had no intention of ever marrying again. She softened the blow by taking Henry to her bed for a night and then wished him luck in his search for a wife.


Convinced he had exhausted all other possibilities, Henry focused on wooing Lady Jane. He danced two waltzes with her at every ball and led her in to supper so he could converse with her. Lady Jane was intelligent, well informed, and opinionated. Some of these opinions bordered on harsh, but Henry considered that to be a symptom of her youth rather than a sign of malice. So they danced and conversed and rode in the park, and before long everybody in society, including Lady Jane and Henry himself, assumed he would offer for her before the end of the season.


ON A BALMY WEDNESDAY IN early June, Henry’s grandmother summoned him to inform him of a measles outbreak at the ducal estate. The duchess was already on her way to see to things at Avon, but Henry decided to rush to Emily’s side.


He penned a note to Lady Jane, explaining his absence from the Duke of Wentworth’s ball that night, and got on the road. He was halfway to Reading when he was intercepted by a letter from his daughter. Emily confirmed the measles outbreak, but reminded him she’d had the measles already, and therefore there was no need for him to come and join the ranks of the infected. Having no recollection of having had the disease, Henry thought it best to heed Emily’s advice and turned his curricle around.


Arriving back in town in time to attend the Wentworth ball, he decided to surprise Lady Jane. Wentworth House on Grosvenor Square was famous for its terrace spanning the length of the building and overlooking the gardens below. There was to be a full moon that night, and Henry planned to ask Lady Jane to be his wife right there, under the stars.


He dressed with extra care in a brand new plum-colored tailcoat and a gray-and-silver striped vest. Brilliant white diamonds winked from his neckcloth and cufflinks, and his mother’s heart-shaped diamond ring rested in a little pocket close to his heart. Henry hadn’t spoken to Lady Jane’s father yet, but perhaps that, too, could be arranged over the course of the evening.


Arriving late, he slipped into the ballroom and located his lady on the other side of the dance floor, sitting on a sofa close to one of the open windows leading out onto the terrace. She was flanked by her mother and her aunt. People were milling in and out of the open French doors not far away, but her corner was shielded by the palm fronds grouped in the area. The dance floor was crowded with couples swirling and swaying to the rhythm of a waltz, so Henry headed to the library and used the French doors there to get out onto the terrace. A few steps took him to the open window behind his prospective bride. He felt a moderate measure of excitement at the prospect of proposing to Lady Jane, but as he drew nearer, his ears were assaulted by the aunt’s shrill voice.


“Well done, Jane! Sir Henry, eh? Who would have thought you would get to marry all that lovely money.”


Henry heard Lady Jane laugh and realized he had never heard her laugh before. He had heard her chuckle, titter, and make a rather affected noise he had assumed was her laugh, but never an honest, spontaneous laugh. Unfortunately, Lady Jane’s laugh had an unsettling harshness to it.


“Yes, I will be able to travel as I wish, and he is no fool, which has to be considered a bonus.”


The aunt gushed, “Has he proposed then?”


“Not yet,” Lady Castleright chimed in, “but we are in expectation of his visit any day now.”


“Where is the good man today? I haven’t seen him all night.”


Lady Jane answered dismissively, “Apparently there is a measles outbreak at his cousin’s estate where his bastard lives, and he felt the need to rush to her side.”


Henry was quite sure the woman who had just spoken so derisively about his daughter was the same lady he had danced and conversed with over the past three months, but he could not recognize her. So he remained just outside the window, watching her, needing to know how she truly felt, especially about Emily.


The aunt leaned in as if to reveal some great secret. “Isn’t the girl being educated at Avon with the duke’s children? I cannot imagine Hortense Redwick being thrilled about that.”


Lady Castleright shook her head in dismay. “I’m certain the duchess is not, but it appears the dowager dotes on the girl.”


Lady Jane’s aunt gasped in shock at the very idea and shuddered with the thrill of the delicious wickedness of it all. “I heard Sir Henry has decided to marry so his wife can bring out his daughter when she is old enough.” She was breathless with excitement. “What on earth will you do when he demands you parade his bastard around society?”


Lady Castleright patted her daughter’s hand reassuringly. “We will cross that bridge when we come to it, won’t we, dear?”


Lady Jane laughed again, and to Henry’s ears it was downright ugly. “Oh, fiddlesticks, Mother. I’ll just make sure I fill his nursery in the next few years so he is too busy to worry about the girl, and when the time comes we will quietly find somebody who needs her dowry. He has more than enough money to bury that little problem.”


The ice in Henry’s veins quickly turned into hot, pulsing lava, and before he could think better of it he climbed through the window and rounded the palm trees to face the conceited woman he’d been stupid enough to think worthy of becoming his wife.


The moment Henry stepped in front of them, the storm clouds clearly visible on his face, the color drained out of the faces of all three ladies. He ignored the other two and addressed himself to Lady Jane only, barely containing the fury coursing through him. “My daughter’s birth may be less than desirable, but she is neither cruel nor calculating, and nothing will ever displace her in my affections. You, however, are a lady in name only.”


Staring down the woman he had almost proposed to, Henry ignored the attention their little scene was beginning to draw. Lady Jane, in turn, gaped at him in openmouthed astonishment, perhaps for the first time in her life lost for words.


Before she could find her voice, Henry bowed curtly. “Goodbye!”


As he turned away from her he added a clearly audible “Good riddance!” before he stormed out of the ballroom.


BEHIND A CHARMING DORIC COLUMN, up on the mezzanine, the Baron Ostley stood. The prominent lines on his forehead deepened into a frown as he tried to work out what was going on between Sir Henry and Lady Jane. According to Bob, Sir Henry’s bastard daughter had finally matured into a young woman, and anticipating the hour of his revenge, Ostley had come to town to see what his nemesis was up to. The last thing he’d expected to find was the man courting a respectable plain Jane.


Ostley nudged his companion. “What do you make of this fracas, Ridgeworth?”


George Bradshore, Viscount Ridgeworth, former Reverend of Hove, watched Sir Henry cross the ballroom. The man’s whole being radiated rage, the storm cloud on his face prompting the crowd to part before him.


“Trouble in paradise,” Ridgeworth quipped brightly. “Looks like Lady Jane’s cutting tongue finally drove Sir Henry off.”


The older man’s face twisted into a sneer. “What possessed Weld to let that man anywhere near his daughter?”


Ridgeworth shrugged. “He needs to marry her off, of course, Ostley. Sir Henry is eligible, wealthy, and generally well respected, despite the live-in mistress.”


Ostley hissed at his companion, “Not in our circle, he isn’t, you numbskull.”


The new viscount looked like he might take exception to the name-calling, but then a sly smile crept over his face. After all, the good baron wasn’t exactly the brightest light on the chandelier. George never could fathom why his former employer gave Ostley the time of day; he was volatile and rude. “Not to worry. It seems the courtship is at an end.”


Ostley’s eyes were hard and cold as he watched Sir Henry walk out the front door without acknowledging a single person. A deep satisfaction settled over him to know Sir Henry suffered. Not as much as he had suffered when Sir Henry made off with his pretty young wife, though, and no one would ever know the depth of despair he had felt knowing her belly was full of the cretin’s bastard. He grimly promised himself things would soon get much, much worse for Sir Henry. It was time to find out where and when he could get to the girl.


He shook back his hair, which caused a sprinkling of dandruff to settle on his shoulders, and announced, “I will return home on the morrow. Give Warthon my regards.”


Viscount Ridgeworth declined his head in farewell, but didn’t offer his hand. “We shall expect you for the meeting in July.”


Heading for the exit, Ostley only grunted.


NO ONE, NOT EVEN HENRY’S grandmother, would have blamed him if, after the debacle with Lady Jane, he had turned his back on society once more. Henry did, after imbibing copious amounts of brandy, contemplate going up to Oxfordshire to retrieve Eliza and leaving it up to the dowager duchess to lend his illegitimate daughter respectability. But those plans didn’t survive sobriety and the clear light of day.


The attitudes he’d encountered in Lady Jane and her relatives proved beyond a shadow of a doubt he had to do everything in his power to ensure Emily had choices beyond the unfortunate circumstances of her birth. His daughter had beauty and wealth, and Henry would be damned if he stood by while society dismissed her, sight unseen, as nothing more than a bastard.


Of course the scene in the Duke of Wentworth’s ballroom became the scandal of the season. Enough people had overheard parts of the exchange to piece together a version that came fairly close to the truth, and the story spread around London’s salons like a wildfire. To Henry’s surprise, the court of public opinion came down firmly on his side. He was lauded as a devoted father who had sacrificed his happiness for that of his daughter. Henry could only shake his head in bemusement, but his grandmother and Lady Greyson milked the wave of sympathy for all it was worth, saying it would do wonders for Emily’s chances once she joined society.
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