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Prologue

Eton College

1806

Thirteen-year-old Lord Jarret Sharpe didn’t want to spend the night in hell. He glanced out the coach window at the moon and shuddered. It must be nearly eight—they would arrive at Eton just when the boys were being locked into the Long Chamber. And hell would begin.

Tugging at his black cravat, he looked over at his grandmother. What could he say to make her change her mind? Six months ago, she’d carried them off to live with her in London—away from Halstead Hall, the best place in the whole world. She wouldn’t take him to the brewery with her anymore. And she made him go to horrible school. All because of how Mother and Father had died.

A chill froze his soul and he felt like something had died in him, too. He couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep . . . he couldn’t even cry.

What kind of monster was he? Even his older brother Oliver had cried at the funeral. Jarret wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. Not even late at night, during his nightmares about Father in the coffin.

He’d read the newspaper accounts of how the bullet had “shattered his lordship’s face,” and he couldn’t forget that image. Bad enough that he was still haunted by seeing Mother, stiff and pale, lying in the casket with her snowy gown covering her bullet wound. Every time he thought of what Father’s closed casket must mean, he could hardly breathe.

“Tell Oliver I expect him to write me every week, do you hear?” Gran said.

“Yes, ma’am.” A sharp pain seized his chest. He’d always secretly believed he was Gran’s favorite. But not anymore.

“And you, too, of course,” she added, her voice softening.

“I don’t want to go to school!” he burst out. When her eyebrows lifted, he added hastily, “I want to stay home. I want to go to the brewery every day with you.”

“Jarret, my boy—”

“No, listen!” He mangled the mourning gloves in his lap as his words came out in a rush. “Grandfather said I’ll inherit the brewery, and I already know everything about it. I know how the mash is made and how long to roast the barley. And I’m good at math—you said so yourself. I could learn to manage the books.”

“I’m sorry, lad, but that’s just not wise. It was wrong of me and your grandfather to encourage your interest in the brewery. Your mother didn’t want that for you, and she was right. She married a marquess precisely because she wanted greater things for her children than mucking around some brewery.”

“You muck around it,” he protested.

“Because I have to. Because it’s the primary support for you children until your parents’ estate is settled.”

“But I could help!” He yearned to be of some use to his family. Plumtree Brewery was far better than learning about who crossed the Nile and how to conjugate Latin; what good were those to him?

“You can help more by taking up a respectable profession, the kind you can only get at Eton. You were born to be someone far greater—a barrister or a bishop. I could even bear your being in the army or the navy, if that’s what you wanted.”

“I don’t want to be a soldier,” he said, appalled. The very thought of holding a pistol made his stomach roil. Mother had accidentally shot Father with a pistol. Then she had shot herself.

That part was confusing. Gran had told the newspaper that when Mother had seen Father dead by her hand, she got so sad that she shot herself. It didn’t make sense to him, but Gran had ordered them not to speak of it again, so he didn’t. Not even to ask questions.

It hurt something awful to think of Mother shooting herself. How could she have left the five of them alone? If she had lived, she might have let him have tutors at home, and he could have kept going to the brewery with Gran.

His throat tightened. It wasn’t fair!

“Not a soldier, then,” Gran said kindly. “Perhaps a barrister. With your sharp mind, you could be a fine barrister.”

“I don’t want to be a barrister! I want to run the brewery with you!”

Nobody at the brewery ever said nasty things to him. The brewers treated him like a man. They would never call Mother “the Halstead Hall Murderess.” They wouldn’t tell vile lies about Oliver.

When he realized Gran was watching him, he smoothed the frown from his face.

“Does this have to do with the fights you got into at school?” Gran asked with worry in her voice. “Your headmaster said he’s had to punish you nearly every week for fighting. Why is that?”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled.

A look of extreme discomfort crossed her face. “If the other boys are saying nasty things about your parents, I can speak to the headmaster—”

“No, damn it!” he cried, panicked that she could read him so well. She mustn’t speak to the headmaster—that would only make everything worse!

“Do not curse at me. Come now, you can tell Gran. Is that why you don’t want to go back to school?”

He stuck out his lower lip. “I just don’t like studying, is all.”

Her sharp gaze searched his face. “So you’re lazy?”

He said nothing. Better to be branded a laggard than a tattletale.

She gave a heavy sigh. “Well, not liking to study is no reason to come home. Boys never like to study. But it is good for them. If you apply yourself and work hard, you will do well in life. Don’t you want to do well?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered.

“Then I am sure you will.” She glanced out the coach window. “Ah, here we are.”

Jarret’s throat closed up. He wanted to beg her not to make him go, but once Gran made up her mind, no one could change it. And she didn’t want him at the brewery. No one wanted him anywhere, anymore.

They left the coach and walked to the headmaster’s office. She signed him in while a servant brought his trunk upstairs to the Long Chamber.

“Promise me you won’t get into any more fights,” Gran said.

“I promise,” he said dully. What did it matter if it was a lie? What did anything matter?

“That’s a good lad. Oliver arrives tomorrow. You’ll feel better once he is here.”

He bit back a hot retort. Oliver tried to look out for him, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. Besides, at sixteen, Oliver spent all his time brooding and drinking with his older friends. Tonight he wouldn’t be here at all.

Another shudder wracked Jarret.

“Now give Gran a kiss and tell me good-bye,” she said softly.

Dutifully, he did as she bade before trudging up the stairs. He’d scarcely entered the Long Chamber and heard the doors being locked behind him when that beast, John Platt, sauntered up to paw through his bags.

“What have you brought for us this time, Babyface?”

Jarret hated the nickname that Platt and his friends had given him because of his hairless chin and short stature. But at seventeen, Platt was a foot taller than him and a whole lot meaner.

Platt found the paper-wrapped apple cake Gran had given him and took a big bite out of the middle while Jarret watched, gritting his teeth.

“What, aren’t you going to take a swing at me?” Platt asked as he waved the cake in front of Jarret’s face.

What was the point? Platt and his friends would beat him up, and he’d just get in trouble again.

Every time he cared about something, it got taken from him. Showing that he cared only made it worse.

“I hate apple cake,” Jarret lied. “Our cook puts dog piss in it.”

He had the satisfaction of watching Platt glance skeptically at the cake before tossing it to one of his stupid friends. He hoped they choked on it.

Platt turned to searching his bag again. “What have we here?” he said as he found the gilded box of playing cards Jarret had received from his father as a birthday present.

Jarret’s blood stilled. He thought he’d hidden it so well. He’d brought the cards to school on impulse, wanting something to remind him of his parents.

This time it was harder to stay calm. “I don’t know what you plan to do with those,” he said, attempting to sound bored. “You can’t play worth a damn.”

“Why, you little weasel!” Grabbing Jarret by his cravat, Platt jerked him up so hard it cut off his air.

Jarret was clawing at Platt’s fingers, fighting for breath, when Giles Masters, a viscount’s son and the brother of Oliver’s best friend, wrenched Platt’s hand from his cravat.

“Leave the lad be,” Masters warned as Jarret stood there gasping. Masters was eighteen, very tall, and had a wicked left punch.

“Or what?” Platt drawled. “He’ll shoot me? Like his brother shot their father to gain his inheritance?”

“That’s a damned lie!” Jarret cried, balling up his fists.

Masters put a hand on his shoulder to stay him. “Stop provoking him, Platt. And give him back his cards or I’ll make a hash of your face.”

“You won’t risk getting into trouble this close to matriculation,” Platt said uneasily. Then he glanced at Jarret. “But I tell you what. If Babyface wants his cards back, he can play piquet for them. Got any money to wager with, Babyface?”

“His brother doesn’t want him gambling,” Masters answered.

“Aw, isn’t that sweet,” Platt said with a smirk. “Babyface does whatever his big brother tells him.”

“For God’s sake, Platt—” Masters began.

“I’ve got money,” Jarret cut in. He’d learned to play cards at Father’s knee and he was pretty good at it. He thrust out his chest. “I’ll play you.”

With a raise of his eyebrows, Platt sat down on the floor and sorted out the cards to make the thirty-two-card piquet deck.

“Are you sure about this?” Masters asked as Jarret sat down across from his archenemy.

“Trust me,” Jarret replied.

An hour later, he’d won his deck back. Two hours later, he’d won fifteen shillings off Platt. By morning he’d won five pounds, much to the dismay of Platt’s thickheaded friends.

After that, no one called him Babyface again.



Chapter One

London

March 1825

In the nineteen years since that fateful night, Jarret had grown a foot taller and had learned how to fight, and he was still gambling. Now, for a living.

Today, however, the cards were meant to be only a distraction. Sitting at a table in the study in Gran’s town house, he laid out another seven rows.

“How can you play cards at a time like this?” his sister Celia asked from the settee.

“I’m not playing cards,” he said calmly. “I’m playing solitaire.”

“You know Jarret,” his brother Gabe put in. “Never comfortable without a deck in his hand.”

“You mean, never comfortable unless he’s winning,” his other sister, Minerva, remarked.

“Then he must be pretty uncomfortable right now,” Gabe said. “Lately, all he does is lose.”

Jarret stiffened. That was true. And considering that he supported his lavish lifestyle with his winnings, it was a problem.

So of course Gabe was plaguing him about it. At twenty-six, Gabe was six years Jarret’s junior and annoying as hell. Like Minerva, he had gold-streaked brown hair and green eyes the exact shade of their mother’s. But that was the only trait Gabe shared with their straitlaced mother.

“You can’t consistently win at solitaire unless you cheat,” Minerva said.

“I never cheat at cards.” It was true, if one ignored his uncanny ability to keep track of every card in a deck. Some people didn’t.

“Didn’t you just say that solitaire isn’t ‘cards’?” Gabe quipped.

Bloody arse. And to add insult to injury, Gabe was cracking his knuckles and getting on Jarret’s nerves.

“For God’s sake, stop that noise,” Jarret snapped.

“This, you mean?” Gabe said and deliberately cracked his knuckles again.

“If you don’t watch it, little brother, I’ll crack my knuckles against your jaw,” Jarret warned.

“Stop fighting!” Celia’s hazel eyes filled with tears as she glanced at the connecting door to Gran’s bedchamber. “How can you fight when Gran might be dying?”

“Gran isn’t dying,” said the eminently practical Minerva. Four years younger than Jarret, she lacked Celia’s flair for the dramatic . . . except in the Gothic fiction she penned.

Besides, like Jarret, Minerva knew their grandmother better than their baby sister did. Hester Plumtree was indestructible. This “illness” was undoubtedly another ploy to make them toe her line.

Gran had already given them an ultimatum—they had to marry within the year or the whole lot of them would be disinherited. Jarret would have thrown the threat back in her face, but he couldn’t sentence his siblings to a life with no money.

Oliver had tried to fight her edict, then had surprised them by getting himself leg-shackled to an American woman. But that hadn’t satisfied Gran. She still wanted her pound of flesh from the rest of them. And now there were fewer than ten months left.

That was what had put Jarret off his game lately—Gran’s attempt to force him into marrying the first female who didn’t balk at the Sharpe family reputation for scandal and licentiousness. It made him desperate to win a large score, so he could support his siblings on his winnings and they could all tell her to go to hell.

But desperation was disaster at the gaming tables. His success depended on keeping a cool head and not caring about the outcome. Only then could he play to the cards he was dealt. Desperation made a man take risks based on emotion instead of skill. And that happened to him too much, lately.

What on earth did Gran think she would accomplish by forcing them to marry? She’d merely spawn more miserable marriages to match that of their parents.

But Oliver isn’t miserable.

Oliver had been lucky. He’d found the one woman who would put up with his nonsense and notoriety. The chance of that happening twice in their family was small. And four more times? Abysmally small. Lady Fortune was as fickle in life as in cards.

With a curse, Jarret rose to pace. Unlike the study at Halstead Hall, Gran’s was airy and light, with furnishings of the latest fashion and a large scale model of Plumtree Brewery prominently displayed atop a rosewood table.

He gritted his teeth. That damned brewery—she’d run it successfully for so long that she thought she could run their lives as well. She always had to be in control. One look at the papers stacked high on her desk made it clear that the brewery was becoming too much for her to handle at seventy-one. Yet the obstinate woman refused to hire a manager, no matter how Oliver pressed her.

“Jarret, did you write that letter to Oliver?” Minerva asked.

“Yes, while you were at the apothecary’s. The footman has taken it to the post.” Although Oliver and his new wife had already left for America to meet her relations, Jarret and Minerva wanted him to know of Gran’s illness in case it was serious.

“I hope he and Maria are enjoying themselves in Massachusetts,” Minerva said. “He seemed very upset that day in the library.”

“You’d be upset, too, if you thought you’d caused our parents’ deaths,” Gabe pointed out.

That had been Oliver’s other surprise—his revelation that he and Mother had quarreled the day of the tragedy, which had led to her going off in a rage in search of Father.

“Do you think Oliver was right?” Celia asked. “Was it his fault that Mama shot Papa?” Celia had been only four when it happened, so she had little recollection of it.

That wasn’t the case for Jarret. “No.”

“Why not?” Minerva asked.

How much should he say? He had a strong memory of . . .

No, he shouldn’t make baseless accusations, no matter who they concerned. But he should tell them his other concern. “I well remember Father at the picnic, muttering, ‘Where the devil is she going?’ I looked across the field and saw Mother on a horse, headed in the direction of the hunting lodge. That memory has been gnawing at me.”

Gabe took up Jarret’s line of reasoning. “So if she’d left in search of Father, as Oliver seems certain that she did, she would have found him at the picnic. She wouldn’t have gone elsewhere looking for him.”

“Precisely,” Jarret said.

Minerva pursed her lips. “Which means that Gran’s version of events might be correct. Mother rode to the hunting lodge because she was upset and wanted to be away from everyone. Then she fell asleep, was startled by Father, shot him—”

“—and shot herself when she saw him dead?” Celia finished. “I don’t believe it. It makes no sense.”

Gabe cast her an indulgent glance. “Only because you don’t want to believe that any woman would be so reckless as to shoot a man without thinking.”

“I would certainly never do such a fool thing myself,” Celia retorted.

“But you have a passion for shooting and a healthy respect for guns,” Minerva pointed out. “Mother had neither.”

“Exactly,” Celia said. “So she picked up a gun without forethought and shot it for the first time that day? That’s ridiculous. For one thing, how did she load it?”

They all stared at her.

“None of you ever thought about that, did you?”

“She could have learned,” Gabe put in. “Gran knows how to shoot. Just because Mother never shot a gun around us doesn’t mean Gran didn’t teach her.”

Celia frowned. “On the other hand, if Mother set out to shoot Father deliberately as Oliver claims, someone could have helped her load the pistol—a groom, perhaps. Then she could have lain in wait for Father near the picnic and followed him to the hunting lodge. That makes more sense.”

“It’s interesting that you should mention the grooms,” Jarret said. “They would have had to saddle her horse—they might have known where she was going and when she left. She might even have said why she was riding out. If we could talk to them—”

“Most of them left service at Halstead Hall when Oliver closed the place down,” Minerva pointed out.

“That’s why I’m thinking of hiring Jackson Pinter to find them.”

Celia snorted.

“You may not like him,” Jarret told her, “but he’s one of the most respected Bow Street Runners in London.” Although Pinter was supposed to be helping them explore the backgrounds of potential mates, there was no reason the man couldn’t take on another mission.

The door to Gran’s bedchamber opened, and Dr. Wright entered the study.

“Well?” Jarret asked sharply. “What’s the verdict?”

“Can we see her?” Minerva added.

“Actually, she’s been asking for Lord Jarret,” Dr. Wright said.

Jarret tensed. With Oliver gone, he was the eldest. No telling what Gran had cooked up for him to do, now that she was “ill.”

“Is she all right?” Celia asked, alarm plain on her face.

“At the moment, she’s only suffering some chest pain. It may come to nothing.” Dr. Wright met Jarret’s gaze. “But she needs to keep quiet and rest until she feels better. And she refuses to do that until she can speak to you, my lord.” When the others rose, he added, “Alone.”

With a terse nod, Jarret followed him into Gran’s room.

“Don’t say anything to upset her,” Dr. Wright murmured, then left and closed the door.

At the sight of his grandmother, Jarret caught his breath. He had to admit that Gran didn’t look her usual self. She was propped up against the bed pillows, so she wasn’t dying, but her color certainly wasn’t good.

He ignored the clutch of fear in his chest. Gran was merely a little under the weather. This was just another attempt to control their lives. But she was in for a surprise if she thought that the tactics that had worked on Oliver would work on him.

She gestured to a chair by the bed, and Jarret warily took a seat.

“That fool Wright tells me I cannot leave my bed for a month at the very least,” she grumbled. “A month! I cannot be away from the brewery for that long.”

“You must take as long as necessary to get well,” Jarret said, keeping his voice noncommittal until he was sure what she was up to.

“The only way I shall loll about in this bed for a month is if I have someone reliable looking after things at the brewery. Someone I trust. Someone with a vested interest in making sure it runs smoothly.”

When her gaze sharpened on him, he froze. So that’s what she was plotting.

“Not a chance,” he said, jumping to his feet. “Don’t even think it.” He wasn’t about to put himself under Gran’s thumb. Bad enough that she was trying to dictate when he married—she wasn’t going to run his whole life, too.

She took a labored breath. “You once begged me for this very opportunity.”

“That was a long time ago.” When he’d been desperate to find a place for himself. Then he’d learned that no matter what place you found, Fate could snatch it from you at a moment’s notice. Your hopes for the future could be dashed with a word, your parents taken in the blink of an eye, and your family’s good name ruined for spite.

Nothing in life was certain. So a man was better off traveling light, with no attachments and no dreams. It was the only way to prevent disappointment.

“You’re going to inherit the brewery one day,” she pointed out.

“Only if we all manage to marry within the year,” he countered. “But assuming that I inherit, I’ll hire a manager. Which you should have done years ago.”

That made her frown. “I do not want some stranger running my brewery.”

The perennial argument was getting old.

“If you don’t want to do it, I’ll have to put Desmond in charge,” she added.

His temper flared. Desmond Plumtree was Mother’s first cousin, a man they all despised—especially him. Gran had threatened before to leave the brewery to the bastard and she knew how Jarret felt about that, so she was using his feelings against him.

“Go ahead, put Desmond in charge,” he said, though it took every ounce of his will not to fall prey to her manipulation.

“He knows even less about it than you do,” she said peevishly. “Besides, he’s busy with his latest enterprise.”

He hid his relief. “There has to be someone else who knows the business well enough to take over.”

She coughed into her handkerchief. “No one I trust.”

“And you trust me to run it?” He uttered a cynical laugh. “I seem to recall your telling me a few years ago that gamblers are parasites on society. Aren’t you worried I’ll suck the life out of your precious brewery?”

She had the good grace to color. “I only said that because I couldn’t stand watching you waste your keen mind at the gaming tables. That is not a suitable life for a clever man like yourself, especially when I know you are capable of more. You have had some success with your investments. It wouldn’t take you long to get your bearings at the brewery. And I will be here for you to consult if you need advice.”

The plaintive note in her voice gave him pause. She sounded almost . . . desperate. His eyes narrowed. He might be able to make this work to his advantage, after all.

He sat down once more. “If you really want me to run the brewery for a month, then I want something in return.”

“You will have a salary, and I am sure we could come to terms on—”

“Not money. I want you to rescind your ultimatum.” He leaned forward to stare her down. “No more threats to disinherit us if we don’t marry according to your dictate. Things will return to how they were before.”

She glared at him. “That is not going to happen.”

“Then I suppose you’ll be hiring a manager.” He rose and headed for the door.

“Wait!” she cried.

He paused to glance back at her with eyebrows raised.

“What if I rescind it just for you?”

He fought a smile. She must be desperate indeed if she was willing to bargain. “I’m listening.”

“I will have Mr. Bogg change the will so that you inherit the brewery no matter what.” Her voice turned bitter. “You can stay a bachelor until you die.”

It was worth considering. If he owned the brewery, he could help his brother and sisters if they couldn’t meet Gran’s terms by the end of the year. They’d be on their own until Gran died, of course, but then Jarret could support them. It was a better situation than their present one. “I could live with that.”

She dragged in a rasping breath. “But you’ll have to agree to stay on at the brewery until the year is up.”

He tensed. “Why?”

“Too many people depend on it for their livelihood. If I am to leave the place to you, I must be sure you can keep it afloat, even if you hire a manager to run it once I am gone. You need to know enough to be able to hire the right person, and I need assurance that you will not let it rot.”

“God forbid you should trust your own grandson to keep it safe.” But she did have a point. He hadn’t set foot in the place in nineteen years. What did he know about the brewing business anymore?

He could learn. And he would, too, if that’s what it took to stop Gran from meddling in their lives for good. But he would do it on his own terms.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll stay on until the year is up.” When she broke into a smile, he added, “But I want complete control. I’ll keep you informed about the business, and you may express your opinions, but my decisions will be final.”

That wiped the smile from her face.

“I’ll run Plumtree Brewery as I see fit without any interference from you,” he went on. “And you will put that in writing.”

The steel in her blue eyes told him she wasn’t as ill as she pretended. “You can do a great deal of damage in a year.”

“Exactly. If you’ll recall, this wasn’t my idea.”

“Then you must promise not to institute any major changes.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”

Alarm flared in her features. “At least promise not to make risky investments.”

“No. You either let me have full control or find yourself a manager.”

It felt good to have the upper hand. He refused to have her coming behind him, second-guessing every decision. If he was going to run the place, he would run it his way. And once the year was up, he’d be free to live his life as he pleased . . . and ensure that his siblings could do so as well.

Not that Gran would accept his terms. She’d never given up control of anything, for even a day. She certainly wouldn’t give it to her “parasite” of a grandson for a year.

So it was with some surprise that he heard her say, “Very well, I will meet your demands. I will have it put into writing for you by tomorrow.”

The gleam in her eyes gave him pause, but it was gone so fast, he was sure he’d imagined it.

“I do have one caveat,” she continued. “You must keep Mr. Croft on as your secretary.”

Jarret groaned. Gran’s secretary at the brewery was one of the strangest men he’d ever met. “Must I?”

“I know he seems odd, but I promise that in a week or so you will find yourself glad that you kept him on. He’s indispensable to the brewery.”

Well, it was a small price to pay for gaining his life back. He’d definitely gotten the better end of their bargain.



Chapter Two

Plumtree Brewery was nothing like Annabel Lake had expected. Breweries in her town of Burton were small, cozy places that smelled of hops and roasting barley. Plumtree Brewery smelled primarily of the coal that fired the massive steam engine she was gaping at. It powered long rakes that moved in eerie silence to stir the malt in the twelve-foot-high boilers. Her brother’s brewery, Lake Ale, had nothing on this scale. Perhaps if it had . . .

No, the equipment wasn’t causing Lake Ale’s present crisis. Hugh’s drinking was the cause of that.

“You there, what are you doing?” asked a workman with arms the width of tree trunks, who was loading a barrel onto a wagon.

She picked up her box, careful not to jar the contents. “I’m looking for Mrs. Hester Plumtree.”

“That way.” He tipped his head toward a staircase leading up to a second-floor gallery.

As she mounted the stairs, she drank in her surroundings. The place was a brewer’s dream. The iron floors and brick walls made it nearly fireproof, and the gleaming coppers were two stories high. Imagine measuring hops into that. It boggled the mind!

After she, her sister-in-law Sissy, and Geordie had arrived in the city early this afternoon, she’d sampled Plumtree’s porter in the inn. She had to admit it was impressive, nearly rivaling her own recipe.

A smug smile touched her lips. Nearly.

With some maneuvering, she opened the door at the top of the stairs and stepped into another world. A woman clearly ran this brewery. The outer office had fashionably striped settees, walnut chairs, and beautiful but sturdy rugs. Annabel couldn’t imagine a man caring about such things.

Sitting at a neat walnut desk in the center of the room was a slender blond clerk, so absorbed in his work that he didn’t notice she’d entered. She approached the desk, but he continued to excise clippings from a newspaper with a razor, making precise cuts along lines that appeared to be ruled in.

She cleared her throat.

He jumped up so dramatically that his chair fell over. “Who . . . what . . .” As he spotted her, he fixed a smile to his face that made it look like a skull in repose. “May I help you?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. My name is Annabel Lake. I’d like to see Mrs. Hester Plumtree, if you please.”

Alarm spread over his features. “Dear me, you mustn’t. That is, you can’t. It’s impossible. She’s unavailable.”

“How could she be unavailable?” Annabel knew a dodge when she saw one. Beyond him was only one door. It had to be Mrs. Plumtree’s, and since the clerk hadn’t said she was out, the woman must be closeted in there, avoiding visitors. “I heard she’s here from dawn to dusk every day, and it’s not quite three.”

He blinked, clearly thrown off guard. “Well, yes . . . that is true, but not today. You must leave. No one is allowed in. No one. Leave your name and where you can be reached, and when she becomes available once more—”

“How long will that be?”

Sheer panic crossed his face. “How should I know?” He wrung his hands, casting a nervous glance at the door. What a strange little man.

She softened her tone, attempting to put him at his ease. “Please, it’s very important that I speak with her.”

“No, no, no, no, no . . . It’s out of the question. Quite entirely out of the question. Not allowed. She is . . . I mean . . . You simply must go!” He came around the desk as if to escort her out.

Annabel hadn’t come all this way just to be tossed from the office by some odd clerk. Before the man could react, she darted around the desk the other way and rushed through the door into the office beyond.

The person behind the massive mahogany desk was decidedly not an aging woman. A man sat there, a young man about her age or slightly older, with raven hair and handsome features.

“Who the devil are you?” she burst out.

Leaning back in his chair, he laughed. “I rather think that should be my line.”

The clerk rushed in to grab her arm. “My lord, forgive me.” He tried to tug her toward the door. “Beg pardon, but I don’t know why the young lady—”

“Let her go, Croft.” The man stood, his eyes still glinting with amusement. “I’ll take it from here.”

“But my lord, you said no one is to know that your grandmother—”

“It’s all right. I’ll handle it.”

“Oh.” Two spots of color deepened in the clerk’s cheeks. “Of course. Well then. If you think it’s safe.”

The man chuckled. “If she bites or sets fire to my desk, Croft, you’ll be the first person I call.”

Croft released her arm. “There you go, miss. Talk to his lordship. He’ll take care of you.” Then he slid from the room, leaving her alone with what could only be one of Hester Plumtree’s grandsons.

Oh, dear. Annabel had heard about the outrageous Sharpe men from Sissy, who’d never met a gossip rag she didn’t like. When the man strode for the door, shutting it firmly behind her, she felt a moment’s panic—especially when he returned to give her a thorough once-over.

She wished her day gown didn’t shriek of last year’s fashions, but it couldn’t be helped. Times were lean in the Lake family. She’d rather not waste her funds on clothes when she could save toward a good school for Geordie, since Sissy and Hugh clearly couldn’t afford one.

Which of the infamous Sharpes was he? The madcap youngest grandson, Lord Gabriel, whom people called the Angel of Death for his reckless horse racing and all-black attire? No, for this man wore a waistcoat of buff velvet beneath his dark blue coat.

Might he be the eldest, the notorious rakehell? Not him, either—Sissy had just this morning read to her the news that the Marquess of Stoneville was honeymooning in America with his new wife.

That left only the middle grandson, whose name she couldn’t recall. He was a gambler and probably a devilish rogue like his brothers. No man could have the features of Michelangelo’s David without attracting a great many women. And those unearthly eyes—they seemed to change from a gorgeous blue to an equally gorgeous green with every trick of the light. Men as handsome as that quickly learned that they could take advantage of their good looks whenever they wished. Hence the roguery.

“You’ll have to forgive Mr. Croft,” he said in a low rumble, leaning against the desk’s cluttered surface. “Gran has trained him to hold off intrusions at all costs, Mrs. . . .”

“Miss,” she corrected him automatically. When a wolfish smile tugged at his full lips, she fought the sudden shiver coursing down her spine. “Miss Annabel Lake. I’m a brewster, Lord . . .”

“Jarret. Jarret Sharpe.” His face had stiffened.

That wasn’t unusual, she thought cynically. The men running the large breweries seemed to have nothing but contempt for female brewers. That was why she’d come to Mrs. Plumtree in the first place—so she wouldn’t be brushed off.

“I suppose you’re here looking for a position,” he said coldly. “My grandmother must have sent you.”

“What? No! Why would she send me? I don’t even know her.”

He eyed her warily. “Forgive me. Brewsters are rare enough these days, but young, unmarried, and pretty ones . . . Well, I just assumed that Gran was up to her tricks again.”

“Tricks?”

“Never mind. Not important.”

“I beg your pardon, sir, but if I might speak to Mrs. Plumtree—”

“That’s not possible. At present, she’s . . . unavailable.”

Annabel was rapidly growing to hate that word. “But surely she’ll return soon?”

At the hopeful note in her voice, he gentled his expression. “Not for some time. She’s spending the next year dealing with family concerns.”

A year! By the time a year had passed, the creditors could be hauling away Lake Ale piece by piece.

He must have sensed her distress, for he added, “But she left me in charge, so perhaps I can help you.”

Him? What was his grandmother thinking? How could a woman whose business acumen was legendary hand over her business to a scapegrace?

Annabel surveyed him, trying to determine his reliability. For a gentleman given to sedentary pursuits, he filled out his coat and trousers very well. But what man wore superfine to a brewery?

A man who knew nothing about the business, that’s who. A man who probably dabbled in it to amuse himself, which meant he was of little use to her. Still, what choice did she have? He was in charge. And she and Sissy had come all this way.

Steadying her nerves, she held up her box. “I’m here on behalf of my ill brother to propose a business venture.”

He arched one finely groomed black eyebrow. “What sort of business venture? And who is your brother?”

“Hugh Lake. He owns Lake Ale in—”

“Burton-upon-Trent. Yes, I’ve heard of it.”

She blinked. “You have?”

Leaning back, he thumbed through a stack of papers until he found one with scribbled notes. “Your father, Aloysius Lake, founded it in 1794, and your brother inherited it a few years ago when your father died. Your specialties are brown ale, porter, and small beer.” When he glanced up to find her gaping at him, he said, “I do try to know something about our competition.”

So he wasn’t just a pretty face, after all. “Actually, I’m here because Lake Ale would rather be your business associate than your competitor.”

With a dubious expression, he crossed his arms over his rather impressive chest. “According to my information, Lake Ale only produces fifty thousand barrels a year to Plumtree’s two hundred fifty thousand. I fail to see what you can do for us.”

She wasn’t sure which shocked her more—that he knew Lake Ale’s level of production, or that he spoke to her like an equal. It was gratifying not to have him suggest that she trot on home and get her brother. Then again, given his grandmother, he was probably used to women knowing such matters.

“Before I explain, I wish for you to sample something.” Setting the box on his desk, she withdrew its precious cargo—a bottle of ale and a glass. She uncorked the ale and filled the glass halfway, careful not to put too much head on it.

When she offered it to him, he eyed her askance. “Thinking of poisoning the competition?”

She laughed. “Hardly. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll drink some first.” She sipped, and his gaze dropped to her mouth. There was no mistaking the glint in his eyes when he followed her tongue as it swept the foam off her lips.

“Your turn,” she said coldly. She thrust the glass at him, half expecting him to make some naughty comment about her mouth before progressing toward suggestions that had nothing to do with brewing.

Instead, he held up the glass to scrutinize the amber liquid. “It’s a pale ale?”

“Yes, an October brew.”

“Ah. Nice orange-gold color.” He swirled it in the glass, then thrust his nose into the scent, breathing deeply. “Aggressive aroma of hops. Some fruity notes.”

While he sipped it, she twisted her mother’s ring on her finger. It had always brought her good luck, which was why she never took it off, even at the brewery.

His eyes deepened to a cobalt blue as he let the ale lie in his mouth a brief second before swallowing. He sipped again, as if to confirm his impressions.

Then he drained the glass. “It’s quite good. Full-bodied, with a nice bitter finish. Not too much malt, either. Some of Lake Ale’s stock?”

She let out a relieved breath. “Yes. I brewed it myself.”

He straightened to his full height, which was considerable compared to her own five foot one. “I still don’t see how this concerns Plumtree.”

“I want you to help me sell it.”

With his manner all business again, he handed the glass to her. “I’ll be perfectly frank with you, Miss Lake. This isn’t the time for new ventures in the ale business. With the Russian market going soft—”

“That’s precisely why I’m here. With my brother ill, we, too, have been having difficulties. But I can help both our companies make up for the loss of the Russians.” She packed the glass in her box, leaving the ale bottle on the desk. “You’ve heard of Hodgson’s Brewery?”

“Of course. He dominates the India trade.”

“Not since he joined up with Thomas Drane. They decided to cut out the East India Company by shipping it directly there themselves.”

His eyes widened. “Idiots.”

“Exactly. No one takes on the Company and wins.” Though the Company profited from the Indian goods brought to England, it allowed its captains to profit from goods they brought out to India and sold to Englishmen there. Ale had become the captains’ primary private cargo, specifically the October ale brewed by Hodgson’s. The brewery had thought to cut out the captains and was now suffering for it.

“Hodgson’s has also stopped giving credit and raised its prices,” she went on. “So the East India Company captains decided to cut out Hodgson’s by finding a brewer to brew his sort of ale for them. They fixed on Allsopp’s in Burton. His first shipment went out two years ago, and they’ve received nothing but glowing reports. It’s a huge market that Lake Ale wants to get into. But we need help.”

“My grandmother tried to compete in the India market years ago unsuccessfully.”

“She was trying to sell Plumtree’s October brew, right?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“We’ve discovered that Burton water produces a better October brew than London water. Allsopp is putting half his export production into India pale ale. I could do the same if the East India Company captains would deal with Lake Ale, but they won’t, because of my brother’s”—she stopped just short of saying “unreliability”—“illness. And because I’m a woman. They don’t trust us to come through, and I don’t dare put it into production if they don’t buy it. That’s why I need you.”

His eyes narrowed. “You want me to sell your ale to the Company captains.”

She beamed at him. “Exactly. It could be advantageous for us both, compensating us for the losses we’ve both suffered ever since the Russians raised the tariffs on English ale.”

“What makes you think we’ve suffered losses?” he drawled.

“Every brewery has suffered losses, and you know it.”

Glancing away, he rubbed his hand over his chin. “It’s an intriguing proposal.”

“Then you’ll consider it?”

His gaze met hers, full of regret. “No.”

Her heart sank. Plumtree Brewery had been her only hope! “Why not?”

“For one thing, I’ve only been here a week, and I’m still assessing the situation. So I’m not going to launch into some foolhardy experiment, and certainly not just because a young brewster has a harebrained scheme—”

“It’s not a harebrained scheme!” And at nearly thirty, she wasn’t all that young. That was the trouble with being short—it misled people about one’s age. “Ask anyone about Allsopp’s success. I’m sure other London brewers have noticed. And I brew an excellent October beer—you admitted as much yourself!”

“There’s more to it than that,” he said in that patronizing tone she’d become so familiar with in dealing with the male brewery owners in Burton.

She thrust out her chin. “You mean, because I’m a woman.”

“Because you’re a brewer. Brewers look no further than their noses. They create a superior brew, and they think that’s all it requires. But there are factors beyond the ale’s quality. I’m sure your brother realizes that, which is why he didn’t come himself.”

“He didn’t come because he’s ill!” she cried.

“Then surely he sent a letter of introduction, putting you forward as his representative.”

She swallowed. Of course he hadn’t. Hugh thought that she and Sissy were in London to look at schools for Geordie. “He was too ill for that.”

Lord Jarret merely arched an eyebrow.

Exasperated, she tried another tack. “For a man who gambles a great deal, you’re certainly cautious about investing.”

The corners of his lips twitched. “I see that my reputation precedes me.”

“When you spend your time scandalizing society, you must expect people to talk about you. Though I can’t imagine why. If you balk at a sure investment like this, you can’t be too reckless or brave a gambler.”

To her vast annoyance, a smile broke over his face, exposing not one, but two dimples in his cheeks. “My dear Miss Lake, such tactics may work on your hapless brother, but I have two sisters of my own. I can’t be goaded quite so easily. Sticks and stones and all that.”

Curse him for being such a . . . a man. “Your grandmother would see the profit to be made from this plan. Your grandmother would understand.”

The smile vanished. He stepped closer to loom over her, all six feet of him. “My grandmother isn’t running this company at present. But even so, I doubt she’d approve.”

She fought not to be intimidated by his sheer size. “How do you know, if you don’t ask her?”

“I don’t need to ask her.”

“You just said you’ve only been here a week, and you’re still sorting through things.” She tried to stare him down, but his height made it more like staring him up. “You could be wrong about this, you know. I’d at least like to hear from her that Plumtree Brewery isn’t interested.”

“That’s impossible. At the moment, she is—”

“Unavailable. I know. How convenient.” She glared at him. “You ignore a perfectly good opportunity to make money because you can’t be bothered. I wonder what your grandmother would think if she heard of it.”

“Threats don’t work on me either, Miss Lake. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

When he headed for the door, panic seized her. “Lake Ale is in a precarious position,” she called out, “and all I ask is that you present my proposal to your grandmother. Why is that so difficult? If Lake Ale fails, forty men will lose their employment. My family will suffer, and—”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” He whirled to face her. “Will you be satisfied if I speak to my grandmother about your proposal?”

Hope sprang within her. “Yes. Though it might be better if I—”

“Not a chance. I’ll present the idea tonight. But when she refuses to pursue it—as I’m sure she will—you’ll accept that answer as final. Is that understood?”

She hesitated, then nodded. Really, he gave her little choice.

He swung the door open. “Come back tomorrow morning, and I’ll tell you what she said. Good day, Miss Lake.”

She bit down on her lip to keep from protesting his cursory dismissal. This was the best she would get from him; now she simply had to hope that he did as he promised.

As she descended the stairs, however, she wasn’t at all sure that he would. He seemed determined to dismiss her plan. Why, he hadn’t even heard about the disastrous situation with Hodgson’s! He probably thought she was exaggerating the whole thing.

But if he spoke to his grandmother, he would learn . . .

She sighed. That was a very great if.

Outside the brewery, she found Sissy and Geordie waiting on the steps for her. Sissy leaped up the moment Annabel approached, the hood of her cloak falling down to expose her pretty blond curls.

“Well?” she asked hopefully. “What did Mrs. Plumtree say?”

Annabel sighed. “She wasn’t there. I spoke to her grandson.”

“You met one of the famous Hellions of Halstead Hall?” Sissy’s blue eyes lit with excitement. “Which one?”

“Lord Jarret.”

“The gambler? Is he as handsome as they say? Did he have a look of dissipation about him?”

“Come to think of it, no.” That was odd, given the scandalous stories told about him—how he’d once gambled for two days straight without sleeping, how he’d lost a thousand pounds in a single hour . . . how he changed women as often as he changed his drawers.

That wasn’t surprising, when he had eyes the color of the ocean and a lazy smile meant to make a woman shiver. Not that it did that to her. No indeed.

“Lord Jarret had a look of roguery about him,” Annabel said stoutly.

“Then why on earth is his grandmother letting him run her brewery?”

“Because he’s a man, of course. He gave me little hope of her being interested in my proposal, though he did promise to speak to her about it.”

“Do you think he will?”

“I don’t know. He’s an annoying, arrogant fellow. I doubt he can be trusted to do anything. He acted as if I were imposing on him simply by suggesting a perfect way for his company to make money.”

“That’s because you shouldn’t have been telling him what to do, Aunt Annabel,” Geordie put in. “It’s like Father always says, women—”

“I know what your father always says.” That women didn’t belong in breweries. That if she’d stop going to the brewery, some man might actually marry her.

She heartily wished Hugh wouldn’t say such things in front of Geordie. Now the lad was taking up that cry himself, and Hugh knew why she didn’t wish to marry. Because she’d have to leave Geordie behind. And how could she ever do that?

He was her son.

Of course, Geordie didn’t know that. He didn’t know that Annabel’s fiancé, Rupert, had sired him or that Annabel had borne him shortly after Rupert had died in battle. Geordie had been raised believing she was his aunt. And there was nothing Annabel could do about that—not if he were to have a life free of the stigma of bastardy.

But she could certainly make sure he was loved and cared for, even if the woman he called Mother wasn’t her.

A sob clogged her throat, and she choked it down as always. Her son was growing up so quickly. One day, she and Sissy and Hugh would have to tell him the truth. When he was young, the three of them had thought it best to keep the secret quiet, for fear he would let it slip to someone. But lately Sissy had been saying they should tell him. That it was time.

It was time—she just couldn’t bear to do it. He would be so hurt when he realized that his whole life had been a lie, that his real father was dead and his real mother was a wanton. And then he would blame her, and she might lose him forever. She just couldn’t risk it. Not yet. Not until things were settled with Hugh.

A scowl touched her brow. What were they to do about Hugh? He got more hopeless by the day. The more melancholy he became, the more he drank and the less he cared what happened to the brewery. They’d hidden it so far, but eventually people would figure out that he missed so many days in the office and appointments with important vendors because he was drinking himself into a stupor in his study at home.

“You ought to listen to Father,” Geordie said in the pompous tone he’d adopted after turning twelve. “He’s only trying to help you get a husband before you get too old, you know.”

“Geordie!” Sissy chided. “Don’t be rude.”

“I don’t want a husband anyway, Geordie,” Annabel said wearily.

That was a bald-faced lie. She wanted a husband and children and a home of her own, like any other woman. But what man would have her once he knew she was no longer chaste? And even if some fellow were understanding about her youthful love for Rupert, he wouldn’t wish to take on her bastard. She’d have to leave Geordie behind, if only to spare him the cruelties of being branded illegitimate.

She couldn’t bear that.

And she had no desire to bring scandal down upon Sissy and Hugh; they’d been good to her. Some families would have abandoned her entirely for her . . . mistake.

“So what do we do now?” Sissy asked.

“We have no choice but to wait until tomorrow and see if Lord Jarret does as promised. Though I’d feel much better if I could speak to Mrs. Plumtree myself.”

“Why can’t you? Surely we could find out where she lives.”

“If only we could.” She thought through what Lord Jarret had said. “I’m not sure she’s at home, anyway. He said something about her dealing with family concerns. She might be anywhere.”

“Well, if he’s going to consult with her, he has to go to where she is, doesn’t he? We could just follow him.”

Annabel gaped at Sissy, then caught her up in a hug. “You’re brilliant! Yes, that’s what we must do. Or rather, what I must do. He’d surely notice three of us following him. He won’t notice one woman.”

“You should let me do it,” Geordie said, puffing out his chest.

“Absolutely not!” Sissy and Annabel said in unison. Then they laughed.

They’d always been in perfect accord when it came to Geordie. Annabel couldn’t have asked for a better mother for her son. Sissy and Hugh had their own children, too—who were currently with Sissy’s mother in Burton—but Sissy never treated Geordie any differently than she did the others.

Another woman might have resented having her sister-in-law’s by-blow foisted upon her a year after her wedding, but not Sissy. She’d dreamed up the ruse of telling everyone that she and Annabel were going north to help a cousin cope with a long-term illness. Sissy had even gone so far as to write letters back to town about the child she bore. Then she had embraced the babe with utter joy, welcoming the grieving Annabel into their family, too.

In return, Annabel had adopted the role of doting aunt, helping to look after the children when she wasn’t at the brewery trying to fill Hugh’s soggy shoes.

“Geordie,” Sissy said, ruffling the boy’s straight brown hair, “let’s leave this endeavor to Annabel, shall we?”

“Aww, Mother, stop that!” He shrugged off Sissy’s hand with a scowl. “I’m not a boy anymore, you know.”

“Oh, a big man now, is he?” Annabel teased.
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