







Bound to Him—by Love and Lies …

“What are you afraid of, Leah?” Ian questioned softly.

Leah’s agony escalated, and she shook her head. “I can’t tell you.”

“Has it to do with us?”

“Y-yes—no.” Feeling as though she were dying inside, Leah pulled her hand from Ian’s. “Oh, God! Please just leave me alone.”

Ian was on Leah the second she bounded from the settee. “You’ll not escape me—not until you’ve told me what’s troubling you.”

Her lips pressed tightly together, she refused to answer.

“Has acknowledging my love upset you? Damn it, Leah! Look at me!” he demanded, shaking her. “Does it have to do with your Irishman?”

“Yes,” she lied, hoping he’d let her go.

“Are you in love with him?”

What was another lie after so many? “Yes.”

He continued to study her. “Your eyes say otherwise, Leah. You’re not in love with him. Desperately, fully, wildly, you are in love with me, just as I am in love with you, Leah, and I shall prove it.” Wet and hot, his mouth covered hers. …
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Almost a Whisper


CHAPTER 1
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York, England April 1841


Destitute.

The word tolled inside Leah Balfour Dalton’s mind like a death knell.

She stared across the paper-strewn desk, carefully measuring the solicitor’s sober expression. Though he seemed to be telling the truth, she refused to accept his declaration. Her gloved hands clutched the chair’s arms as she prayed she’d misunderstood.

“Surely, Mr. Kingsley, there must be something left of my father’s estate—even a small amount on which the children and I might subsist.”

“I am sorry, Miss Dalton, but as I said, your circumstances can be described as none other than destitute. I wish it were otherwise, but, alas, it is not.”

The solicitor’s shoulders dropped from what Leah considered to be an indifferent shrug.

“But Balfour was sold,” she said of the estate that had been her home for nineteen years. “There must be a remainder from its sale.”

“The place was auctioned, Miss Dalton, the winning bid most disappointing. There was only enough profit to settle your father’s debts. Not a farthing more.”

Positive that Terence Dalton’s assets had far outweighed any liabilities, Leah spurned the man’s statement. “Are you quite certain?”

Clearly affronted that she’d presumed to question his integrity, Mr. Kingsley snapped, “Yes, I am quite certain, young lady.” He sighed “I sympathize with you, Miss Dalton. I know it has been a difficult time for you and your siblings—”

“Difficult?”

Leah came out of the chair and slammed her palms on his desk. The violent action sent the solicitor sinking back into his seat.

“You dare cast it off as ‘difficult’!” she accused, trembling with pent-up fury. All that had happened during the past five weeks whipped through her mind and body like the winds of a tempest. “My parents are dead—first my mother, then my father. Barely a fortnight had passed when the next blow struck—cruelly, I might add, for we were tossed from our home, much like slop from a bucket! Hope, Kate, Peter—you are aware, Mr. Kingsley, that Peter has weak lungs and has been ill since birth. Then there’s little Emily, who is only five. They are in a foundling home, a dreary, horrible place, unfit for tender young hearts such as theirs, and certainly unsuitable for Peter’s condition.”

“Your siblings are fed and attended to,” Kingsley stated.

“So are sheep in a pen before they are slaughtered,” she bit back, then rushed on. “I thank the Lord young Terence escaped the orphanage, yet he, too, is suffering. He was torn from his beloved studies, his tutor dismissed. Now he is reduced to mucking out stalls and firing bellows in Leeds for the smithy Jones just to feed himself. As for myself, I have been unable to find a suitable position with a decent wage—one that would allow me to bring my family together again.”

Beneath her gloves, Leah’s hands were badly chafed. To be close to the younger children, she had taken a job as a scullery maid, earning two shillings a week. If her pay hadn’t included a daily meal and a sleeping cot beneath the kitchen stairs of the inn, she’d be living on the streets of York.

Pride prevented her from relating this or the abuse she continually endured from her lecherous employer. As though Leah’s situation weren’t bad enough, her bottom bore a multitude of bruises, painful and colorful reminders of the innkeeper’s insistent pinches, delivered whenever his wife was out of his sight.

Her thoughts again focusing on the issue at hand, Leah noticed the solicitor seemed unaffected by what she’d told him. Never would she allow this man to know just how low she’d sunk. Taking a deep breath, she attempted to sound composed.

“Unless you plan to help us, sir, you may keep your sympathy. The emotion alone does us little good. Surely the many years my father employed your services has meant something to you?”

John Kingsley peered at Leah over his wire-rimmed spectacles. “I am fully aware of your circumstances, Miss Dalton. It is a tragic situation, but unfortunately I am unable to offer you assistance. I think it would be best if you leave.”

Leah’s mouth flew open, but he waved her off. “If you hadn’t noticed when you first burst through the door, unannounced, I am otherwise occupied. I have a letter to finish and a strong-willed niece to see to, both of which I hope to deal with inside of a quarter hour.

“Where is the chit?” he grumbled, viewing the wall clock. “She was to be here twenty minutes ago.” His gaze returned to Leah. “If you have it in your mind to seek me out again, I should inform you that tonight I set sail for India in the queen’s service. I shall be gone a very long time, Miss Dalton. As you can see, I am packed and anxious to be on my way.”

Leah glanced around her and realized the place indeed was in disarray. Folio cabinets lay open, files bulging from their shelves, Mr. Kingsley’s assistant quickly setting them in order. An assortment of luggage was stacked in one corner, while the outer office also held a collection of trunks and hatboxes, which undoubtedly belonged to his niece.

Her attention shifted back to the desk top. By the solicitor’s left hand lay a bank draft, the amount indecipherable from where she stood. Pen poised over the letter he’d been framing when Leah had first launched herself into the room, he scrawled the words: I remain your most obedient servant, John Kingsley, Esq.

Throughout Leah’s perusal of the room, Mr. Kingsley had been ignoring her, no doubt impatient that she leave. Feeling suddenly drained, she instead sank back into the chair. “I suppose it is utterly hopeless, then,” she whispered across the way. She fought back the tears which threatened to gather and spill. “I just cannot believe my father would leave his six children without means of support. We were not overtly wealthy, but certainly we prospered more than most. Dear Lord! There is so much I don’t understand …”

Leah’s feelings of dejection must have somehow evinced themselves, for John Kingsley looked up at her. Slowly, he lifted the blotter away from his signature and set the thing aside.

“Miss Dalton,” he began on a far gentler note. “I presume you realize that your father hadn’t intended on any of this happening. Your mother’s sudden illness, his horrible accident as he rode breakneck from the south of England—” He swallowed the rest, Leah’s gaze having shot to his face. “I apologize for my choice of words. Terence’s death was indeed a tragedy. It is all a tragedy …”

The last of his words, along with his inflection, unnerved Leah. Her father’s death wasn’t all that troubled her, but his life as well. Mystery surrounded the late Terence Dalton, and because it did, questions abounded in Leah’s mind. She’d not rest until they were answered.

“Why is it, Mr. Kingsley, on the few occasions we needed to hastily contact my father, our messages were always relayed to him through you?” At Leah’s inquiry, his expression grew stoic. “Likewise, sir, why have you refused to respond to my written queries, requesting to know where he is buried?” The man remained silent. “I am certain you know far more about my father than his family ever did,” she remarked, “including my mother.”

“Terence Dalton was a good man. I both knew and liked him. We were old friends.”

Leah noted how he’d hedged her questions and dismissed her statement. “Yes, he was a good man, but he absented himself from his family far too much.”

“His business was in London. For it to function effectively, he had to remain there.”

“While his family remained in Leeds? Strange, don’t you think, that he’d prefer to keep us so far north?”

“It was my understanding, Miss Dalton, that he wanted to spare you from the rot and decadence that is London. The place teems with prostitutes and pickpockets. Black smoke hangs heavy over the city, blocking out the sunlight. The stench from the Thames is disgusting, while the threat of disease plagues the population continuously. London is not the ideal place to rear a family.”

“Perhaps you are right, Mr. Kingsley. But I am certain there are areas close by that are quite acceptable.”

“Did your mother ever complain about her husband spending so much time away?”

“No, but—”

“If your mother didn’t object, I’d say you have little reason to question your father’s motives.”

Leah disagreed.

Elizabeth Dalton had been a gentle soul, unassuming, sweet, given to an easy smile. Leah resembled her physically: flaxen hair, tilted green eyes, and full pouting lips. But that was where the similarity ended, for Leah was far more independent than her mother could ever have hoped to be. In fact, because of her mother’s timidity, Leah had been forced to become the stabilizing factor in her siblings’ lives. That her mother hadn’t objected to these arrangements didn’t mean they were acceptable, but more likely that she dared not object to them.

“Mr. Kingsley,” Leah began just as he pulled out a clean sheet of paper from his desk drawer.

“Miss Dalton,” he countered, taking hold of his pen. “You say you cannot find suitable employment, correct?”

“Yes, that is correct. But—”

“I assume it is because you lack a proper reference,” he interrupted.

“That, and the fact that I don’t have any experience.”

“You helped rear your brothers and sisters, did you not?”

“I did. About my father—”

“And you helped them with their lessons, I suppose?”

“Yes,” she said, exasperated.

“You are well educated, correct?”

“I am fluent in French and Latin, have studied all the classics, including Shakespeare, and I cipher exceedingly well. My sewing is acceptable. I am an expert gardener, not only with growing roses, but also with vegetables and herbs. I’ve even assisted with the lambing when the ewes were in labor at Balfour. In fact, Mr. Kingsley, there isn’t much I don’t know about running a household, inside and out.”

“Excellent,” he said, scrawling the salutation To whom it may concern: across the top of the page. “There is a family I know just outside York who is in need of a governess. This letter of introduction should allow you the opportunity of securing an interview. I hope it will afford you that which you seek.”

As his pen continued across the paper, Leah knew his sudden desire to assist her was nothing more than an evasive maneuver. So far he hadn’t answered any of her questions. “What I seek, Mr. Kingsley, is the truth. Why was my father buried elsewhere than the churchyard at Leeds?”

The bell over the outer door jangled stridently; the solicitor’s attention fired toward the sound, as did Leah’s. A portly little man, his faced flushed, rushed into the room, a letter in hand.

“Fields,” the solicitor sharply admonished his coachman, “do have the courtesy to enter without making such a commotion.” He peered around the man. “Where is Miss Kingsley? The two of you were to be here sometime ago.” “Sir, your niece—she’s disappeared,” the harried man responded. “The house staff searched everywhere. This letter is all we found.”

Accepting the missive from his man, Kingsley set his pen aside, then ripped through the seal. A dark frown settled across his forehead as he quickly scanned the contents of the note. “Damnation!” he erupted, his fist pounding the desk. “The ungrateful chit has eloped!”

Startled, Leah watched as he sprang from his chair, his gaze casting about the desk’s littered surface. Shoving aside her unfinished letter of introduction, he grabbed hold of the paper that he’d set his signature to, just minutes before, crumpled it between his hands, and tossed it down. The thing skittered across the desk, dropped to the floor, and settled at Leah’s feet beneath her skirt’s hem.

“She is much like her father,” he snarled between his teeth. “A bad seed.” The wall clock began striking the hour. “We’re late,” he said, having fully noted the time. “Farnsworthy, we must leave at once! Help Fields load our luggage in the coach.”

“Yes, sir,” his assistant replied, locking the last of the folio cabinets lining the rear wall. The man scurried to the corner, the coachman at his heels. “What about Miss Kingsley’s luggage, sir?” Farnsworthy asked, his hands and arms brimming with his possessions. “The private conveyance is past due. When the driver arrives, there won’t be anyone here to tell him your niece won’t be needing passage.”

The bank draft was snatched from the desk, stashed into the top drawer, and quickly locked away. “Damn the girl for the problems she’s caused me,” the solicitor ranted, the key disappearing into his pocket.

Red-faced, he strode from behind his desk and headed toward the wall rack. A light-weight wool cloak was lifted from the hook and swung around his shoulders; a polished beaver top hat met his silvery head. Leah realized he intended to desert her.

“But Mr. Kingsley!” she cried, leaping from her seat. “My letter of intro—”

“I have no time to waste, Miss Dalton,” he said, eyeing her from across the room. He walked into the waiting area; Leah sped after him. “If Mr. Farnsworthy and I are to make our eight o’clock departure in Hull, we must leave this instant.” Slipping his wallet from his pocket, he extracted several bank notes. “I shall employ you to take charge. When the hired coach shows up, you are to instruct its driver to load this gaggle of trunks and hatboxes, then have him disburse with them.”

“But are they not your niece’s?” Leah asked, confused.

“They are, Miss Dalton, but she is no longer in need of their contents. She has made her choice, and I have made mine. The coachman is to take her possessions to the nearest charitable institution where they are to be distributed to the poor.” He placed the bank notes in her hand. “The man has been paid his fee. Don’t allow him to convince you otherwise. You may tip him for his trouble. The remainder of the money should help alleviate your financial difficulties somewhat. I trust, Miss Dalton, you will make certain what I’ve asked is thus executed.”

The outside door opened, the bell clanging loudly, then the panel slammed to, the window rattling from the force of Mr. Kingsley’s exodus. Through the etched-glass pane, Leah watched as he climbed into his coach and seated himself next to his assistant. With a snap of the whip and a shout from the driver, the vehicle rolled away.

Leah’s fingers curled around the bank notes, her shoulders slumping. Glancing at the mound of luggage, she made her way back into the inner office.

Beside her vacated chair, Leah stared at the ball of paper that had landed at her feet. As she stooped to retrieve the thing, she briefly pondered the solicitor’s quick burst of temper. A feeling of hopelessness enveloped her when she finally sank back into her seat.

Her impromptu visit to Mr. Kingsley had produced none of the results she’d hoped for, her many questions remaining unanswered. He’d compensated her nicely for such a simple task as delivering a message, but his sudden generosity wasn’t enough to reunite her family, something she desired with all her heart.

Resentment welled inside Leah. How could her father possibly have been so remiss with his finances as to leave his children impoverished? Her mother’s face flashed before her eyes; Leah’s indignation surged. And why hadn’t he been at his dying wife’s side when he was needed most?

True, it was said, his own life had ended as he rode north to Leeds, his horse stumbling on a pitch-black road between London and Balfour, the tumble he’d taken breaking his neck. Yet, why had his family not been informed of his accident until over a week after its occurrence? And why did his resting place remain secreted from his children?

There were too many mysteries for Leah to simply let the matter rest. As she centered her attention on the line of folio cabinets against the far wall, each marked by a letter of the alphabet, the D beckoned to her. Placing the money and crumpled paper on the desk, she rose from her chair and made her way to the cabinet where she jiggled the latch only to discover it was locked.

A letter opener lay within reach, and Leah quickly retrieved it. After sliding the thin blade between the abutting doors and slipping the lock, she shuffled through the folders until she hit on the one she sought. Inside, she found a single sheet of paper, a solitary line written across it.

“Eighteen Hanover Square, London,” Leah whispered, committing the inscription to memory.

The address was unfamiliar to her, the letters posted to her father from his family being directed to a point on St. James’s Street. But she suspected the missing pieces of his life, along with a hidden legacy, lay in London on Hanover Square. Unfortunately, she had no means of getting there to discover if this were true.

Dejectedly, Leah placed the file back with the others, then sealed the cabinet doors. Seated again, she stared at the crumpled ball of paper resting atop the desk. Wondering over its contents, she seized the thing, smoothed it across her lap, then read:

My dearest Madeline,

It is with deep regret I must decline your invitation to join you at the end of next month to close out the Season. I have so enjoyed this arrangement in the past, but in a few short hours, I will be sailing to India—an unexpected and sudden request from Her Majesty. I doubt I shall return to England until possibly the latter part of November or early December, weather and business affairs permitting. Perhaps we will be able to spend Christmas together at Kingsley Hall—if, of course, Huntsford does not object.

If the young woman standing before you has properly introduced herself you are aware that she is my niece, Miss Anne Kingsley. I am in a fix, dearest Madeline, and must ask the greatest of favors from you. The girl is my ward, her guardianship a responsibility I took on to myself two months past. A mistake, I fear, for she has been a thorn in my side ever since. Anne cannot travel with me to India, yet I fear leaving her alone, especially when she fancies herself in love with an Irish bounder who followed her to York from Ulster. My late brother and I had been estranged for over a quarter century, therefore you heard not a word from me about James or his family—mainly because there was nothing good to say about any of them. As it is, considering my niece’s lowly upbringing, she is in need of a firm, yet charitable individual to guide and watch over her. I could think of no one except you, dearest Madeline. Your patience is renowned, as is your ability to tame the most brutish of creatures who have managed to stumble into your path. Therefore, I am certain you will be able to instill in my irascible niece the proper social behavior, as well as keep her from the arms of her Irishman.

I know I am causing an imposition, but I saw no other way. A bank draft has been allocated in your name for Anne’s care. From the remainder, you may issue her a weekly allowance. A modest sum will do, for she tends to be a spendthrift. Should you find this task too cumbersome, I shall fully understand. In such case, please use a portion of the money to hire the girl a chaperon, then ensconce her in a hotel until my return.

Thank you, Madeline, for your understanding and care. I hope my request does not tax our special friendship. If you cannot assist me, do not fret. Take the easiest course. In fact, a chaperon might be the wisest choice of all.

My regards to the earl.

I remain your most obedient servant,

John Kingsley, Esq.

Her curiosity piqued, Leah came to her feet and searched through the papers piled on the desk top until she unearthed an envelope. Turning it over in her hand, she eyed the inscription: The Right Honorable, the Countess of Huntsford: 7 Berkley Square—

“London.” Leah uttered the last word aloud.

An idea formed.

Mr. Kingsley wouldn’t be returning for seven months, possibly longer; his niece’s luggage was sitting in the outer office; a hired coach was on its way to collect the errant Anne Kingsley, its driver none the wiser she’d eloped.

Leah knew her intentions were risky; she could fail miserably, and at great cost. Before she lost her courage, she rounded the desk, retrieved the letter opener again, and forced the drawer’s lock. The bank draft in her possession, she gasped at the amount, knowing it would take her an eternity to earn even a pittance of this sum as a scullery maid.

Still debating whether she should cry off or forge ahead with her plan, she stared at the smooth envelope, then the wrinkled letter. A marked difference, she decided, her hands quickly crumpling the former, knowing she had no other choice but to proceed. Then she attacked the bank draft, making it appear equally as shabby. Lighting a candle with a match from a nearby holder, she dribbled wax on the envelope’s flap, sealing the letter and bank draft inside.

Satisfied with her efforts, Leah snuffed the flame, then continued reviewing her strategy.

The countess was to give Anne Kingsley a modest allowance from the funds sent to her. Over the next several months, while Leah investigated Terence Dalton’s secret life in London, posing as the solicitor’s errant niece, she hoped to save the needed fare to book passage to America, she and the children being well away from England’s shores before Mr. Kingsley returned. In the meantime, were Leah’s duplicity ever to be discovered, she knew she’d be branded an imposter and a thief. She’d never see her siblings again, the rest of her days being spent in a dank prison cell. That’s if she wasn’t hanged!

Turn back, before it’s too late, her conscience admonished.

Inside Leah’s soul, wickedness wrestled with virtue. The letter weighed heavy in her hand as she thought of Hope, Kate, Peter, and little Emily languishing in that dismal orphanage—and Terence, who was given to scholarly pursuits, now reduced to a manual laborer. Reckless her plan might be, but no other option existed, not if she wished to find the answers she sought, and bring her family together again.

The consequences be damned. Her decision was made.

The faint sound of wheels lumbering along the roadway snapped Leah from any indecisiveness she might have felt. Quickly, she snatched her reticule from the chair, stuffing the bank notes that Mr. Kingsley had given her within. The letter, requesting that the Countess of Huntsford take the ill-mannered Anne Kingsley under wing, held firmly in hand, she dashed into the reception area. A wagon rolled by the office door, traveling on down the street. Leah’s shoulders dropped when she saw it was not the coach. If she had to wait much longer, her conscience would begin to belittle her again.

She searched about for something to occupy her mind, finally catching sight of the trunks and hatboxes stacked near the door. Leah’s own meager wardrobe would never suffice for her intended masquerade. Yet she was uncertain if Anne Kingsley’s clothing fit her.

Unstrapping and opening a trunk, she pulled a lavender day dress from inside, then draped it against her body; a pair of shoes fell next to her feet. Relief washed through Leah as she decided she and Anne wore nearly the same size.

Again the sound of rolling wheels drew her attention. Glancing out the window, she noted a coach heading her way. Hastily, she folded the dress, stashing it and the shoes back into the trunk, then rebuckled the straps.

Thou shalt not steal.

… he that speaketh lies shall perish.

The Biblical passages trumpeted inside her head just as the bell jingled over the outer door; Leah drew a deep breath, attempting to steady herself.

“Missy,” the coachman said, doffing his worn hat, “did someone here hire a coach to the south?”

“Mr. Kingsley did,” she answered truthfully, the excerpt from “Proverbs” still ringing in her mind.

“Sorry I’m late, but one of the horses threw a shoe. These here things yours?” he asked, motioning toward the luggage.

“Everything is to be loaded.”

As the man began shuffling cases, hatboxes, and trunks through the doorway, Leah again fought with her conscience.

Beware the loss of your immortal soul, the dogged voice needled within her.

The last of the collection stowed in the boot and atop the coach roof, the man came inside. In the dim light, he eyed her closely; Leah swallowed hard, her guilt and trepidation nearly choking her.

“You look a mite peaked, Missy. Are you sure you’re up to traveling such a long way? The road ahead is difficult, if not downright hazardous.”

Her siblings’ forlorn faces, as she last remembered seeing them, leapt to mind. Leah felt her determination renew itself. She’d readily walk through the fires of hell if it meant putting an end to their misery and suffering. “Hazardous, yes,” she replied, sweeping through the opening out onto the step, her chin high. “Since I have no other choice, this is the avenue I must take.”

The door to Mr. Kingsley’s office closed behind them, and the driver checked his manifest. “Where to, Missy?” he asked, assisting Leah into the coach.

“Seven Berkley Square, London.”


CHAPTER 2
 [image: Image]
Berkley Square, London


Under Leah’s hand, the ornate brass knocker fell against the door for the second time. Footsteps sounded on the other side of the panel, and she quickly reminded herself to behave as the ill-tempered Anne Kingsley would. The latch was released, and Leah drew a deep, calming breath, knowing her deception was about to begin.

The door opened to reveal an elderly gentleman, impeccably dressed in butler’s livery. “Yes?” he intoned, peering down his long nose at her.

Leah lifted her chin a notch. “Inform the Countess of Huntsford that Miss Anne Kingsley wishes to see her,” she stated imperiously.

Cold eyes examined her from head to foot, then the man looked at the stack of luggage littering the sidewalk outside the elegant terrace house. As he did so, the hired coach noisily rounded the corner onto Charles Street, disappearing from sight.

In response, one furry white eyebrow arched inquisitively, but the butler remained steadfast, his tall form blocking the entry. Leah’s insides quivered, but she refused to be intimidated by the man’s condescending manner.

“I insist you deliver this to the countess,” she said firmly, extending her hand toward his. “It is a letter of introduction from my uncle, Mr. John Kingsley.”

The butler accepted the tattered envelope. “Wait here.” Then the door slammed in Leah’s face.

Forced to stay on the stoop, she wondered if the countess was as inhospitable as was her pompous butler. But then Leah hadn’t been very congenial herself.

She nibbled on her lower lip, considering the man’s cool reaction to her. The old adage about a drop of honey versus a tun of vinegar came to mind, and Leah quickly rethought her strategy. Perhaps it would be wise to deemphasize Anne’s abrasiveness, at least until she had the opportunity to fully measure the countess’s temperament. Far and away, Leah would prefer to keep her own personality than adapt that of the shrewish Anne. But how could she possibly convince the woman that John Kingsley had erred in his assessment of his own niece?

Of equal concern to Leah was that the countess would see through her masquerade. The fear of discovery sent a rush of dread spiraling through her body. Why had she so foolishly followed this deceptive path?

Knowing it was too late to change things now, Leah turned from the door to gaze at the small park directly across from the elegant four-story stone house. Tranquil and green, the setting reminded her of the gardens at Balfour. How she longed for their serenity and the life she once had at her home near Leeds. Someday she and the children would return to Balfour. “By hook or by crook,” she vowed adamantly, “it will again be ours.”

“My pardon, Miss,” the butler declared from behind her, the door having opened on silent hinges; Leah spun toward him. “If you are through mumbling to yourself, the countess will receive you.”

Leah’s relief offset her embarrassment as she stepped into the foyer. Squaring her shoulders, she followed him up a flight of marble stairs, across the gallery, and into the sitting room, where she gaped at her new surroundings. Exquisite furnishings dotted the area, fine artwork lined the walls, and plush Oriental carpets cushioned the floors. Lady Huntsford’s tastes were irreproachable, and Leah realized she’d entered a world far above her own.

“Miss Kingsley,” a woman’s voice addressed from the doorway; Leah turned toward the soft, lilting sound. “Please forgive any inconvenience you may have suffered. Simmons is quite protective about allowing strangers into the house. I hope he hasn’t given offense, especially since you are my dearest friend’s niece. Please,” the countess said, a gentle smile playing on her lips, “make yourself comfortable.” She motioned toward the settee. “I imagine your journey from York was a long and tiring one.”

Tall and statuesque, the countess was most striking, a wealth of silver hair crowning her head. Virtually unlined, her face beamed with good health, her once youthful beauty still shining through. No wonder Mr. Kingsley called her his “dearest Madeline.” He was undoubtedly enamored of the woman. Briefly, Leah considered how the earl responded to the solicitor’s obvious adoration for the countess. Then she wondered if the poor man was even aware he had a rival.

Positioning herself on the settee, Leah smoothed her hand over the lavender day dress she’d procured from Anne Kingsley’s trunk and donned that morning at the small inn where she’d stayed the night. The fit was a bit loose, but she still looked presentable. “The journey was certainly long and tiring, as you’ve said,” Leah responded at last, “but I fear my sudden appearance on your doorstep has placed you at a disadvantage. I know my uncle has requested that you look after me while he is gone, but I do not wish for you to suffer any imposition on my behalf. If it is more satisfactory for you to find me a chaperon, as my uncle suggested, I shall understand fully.”

“You know the content of his letter?” the countess asked, sitting beside Leah.

“He informed me of the particulars,” Leah fibbed, then wished the woman would cast her out so that she’d not have to continue the falsehoods. “I shall be as equally comfortable in a hotel.”

Leah felt ill at ease being held under the woman’s assessing blue gaze. Certain she’d been found out, she fought not to squirm on the settee. For the hundredth time, she silently castigated herself for stupidly rushing into this sham, a farce that would surely lead to her ruin.

“I hadn’t known John had a brother or any other family, for that matter. What happened to your father—uh, Giles, wasn’t it? No …”

As the countess searched the letter, Leah’s brain quickly scrambled for a name. “James,” she blurted out, startling the woman; Leah nearly dissolved through the threads of the blue-and-white silk-covered cushion.

“Yes, James. And your mother’s name?”

“Anne.” Leah offered the first name that came to mind, then realized it was supposed to be her own. “I am her namesake,” she added in haste.

“As I am my grandmother’s,” she apprised Leah. “My Christian name is Madeline.”

“Yes, I know,” Leah said, then saw the query in the countess’s eyes. “Whenever my uncle speaks about you, he says your name almost reverently.”

Two dots of red stained the countess’s cheeks, and she looked away in embarrassment.

There was definitely more to their relationship than mere friendship, Leah surmised. Not knowing why, she sought to prove the assumption correct.

“Uncle was most disappointed he couldn’t join you in London,” she commented, playing out the game, seeking a confirmation. “I’m certain he’ll be quite eager to see you and the earl upon his return. He would so like to spend Christmas with you. He’s mentioned such several times.”

“I would enjoy that,” Madeline said, a hint of longing in her voice. “I do hope his business doesn’t keep him through the Yuletide. I shall be most disappointed if it does.”

Leah studied the woman carefully. Yes. Dearest Madeline was in love with John Kingsley. For some reason, the knowledge annoyed Leah, possibly because of the deception being served on the woman’s hapless husband. Then again, it seemed inappropriate for Leah to pass judgment on the countess when she herself was no better than a liar and a thief.

“Should it come to pass his business keeps him beyond Christmas,” Leah pressed, “you could always spend the holidays with the earl.”

“Ian?” The countess sounded surprised.

Leah nodded, acting as though she knew the man’s name.

Light laughter flowed from Madeline’s throat. “I sincerely doubt that, my dear. If all goes as planned, he’ll be doing his own entertaining at Falcon’s Gate.”

“Falcon’s Gate?” Leah asked, visibly confused.

“Our home near Selkirk, Scotland. No, he shan’t wish to have me around with Veronica there. If John has not returned from India by then, I shall spend the holidays with friends here in London. Of course, you will join me.”

An unseemly lot—Madeline and John, Ian and Veronica—when they all became bored with one another, did they switch off partners and start anew? Who entertained whom was actually none of Leah’s concern. If all went as she planned, by Christmas, the children and she would be far from England’s shores. Lord and Lady Huntsford could do as they wished, with whomever they liked. Then a thought struck.

“Does that mean you have agreed to honor my uncle’s request and act as my guardian in his stead?”

“No.”

Leah shot the countess an astonished look.

“I’ll not act as your guardian. Instead, you shall be my guest. However, I must insist you promise to adhere to your uncle’s wishes. You are not to attempt any communication with this young man who has followed you from Ulster. Should he somehow appear on my doorstep, I shall send him away. Is that understood?”

Leah turned her attention to her gloved hands and fought to keep a straight face. The interview was going far easier than she’d expected. “Yes, I understand,” she whispered, pretending disappointment.

“Good. Then we should get along quite well.”

The countess assessed her guest momentarily, then smiled. Gentle fingers coaxed Leah’s face toward hers.

“I know it will be difficult for you, my dear, but if you are truly in love with this young man, and he with you, the time you are apart will not weaken the feelings you have for each other. The effect will be just the opposite. Your emotions will be far stronger than they are at present.”

“If you say so.”

“I know so.” She patted Leah’s folded hands. “Now, let’s see if we can agree on a suitable allowance. I shall expect we will be attending several parties in the next few months, so I shall need to withhold the appropriate amount for your new gowns and accessories.”

Following a quick mental calculation, she named a figure that nearly toppled Leah straight to the floor.

“Oh my, isn’t it enough?” the woman asked, misinterpreting Leah’s expression.

Leah resisted the urge to leap from the settee and dance about the room. “It shall do,” she croaked, trying to catch her breath.

“Should you find you are coming up a bit short each week, we will renegotiate the sum.”

“I expect to be most prudent with my expenses,” Leah said, not wishing to be too greedy. As it was, she didn’t know how she’d repay Mr. Kingsley, but she intended to do so. “Since it is my uncle’s money, I feel I would be taking unfair advantage of his kindness were I to spend extravagantly.”

The countess frowned slightly, then glanced at the letter, and Leah immediately realized her slip. Then just as quickly, she recognized that this might be the opportune moment to plant a seed of doubt in the countess’s mind.

“I know my uncle harbors a low opinion of me. Other than a heated argument over … over …”

“Your Irishman?” the countess supplied as Leah attempted to come up with a name for Anne’s lover, only to fail.

“Yes, my Irishman,” she said, nervous fingers plucking at her dress. The lies were mounting, Leah’s guilt along with them. Still she had no choice but to forge ahead. “We argued once about my father, too. I never was able to learn what had caused the rift between them. My father never spoke of his past. I didn’t even know he had any living relatives until after he’d passed on. Whatever the source of their disagreement, it seems my uncle still carries a grudge. But I fear his wrath is now directed at me—sins of the father, as it were.”

Hesitating, Leah glanced at the countess to note the woman’s sympathetic expression. But did that mean she believed Leah’s fabrication about Anne’s relationship with her uncle over the word of her trusted friend? Leah was unable to tell.

“I do so want to mend the ill feelings between us,” Leah continued. “I know he thinks I am a spendthrift. When I first came to him, I’ll admit I took advantage of his generosity, probably because I possessed nothing as fine as what the shopkeepers offered. I simply couldn’t resist. But now, I am determined to change his opinion of me. What better way is there for me to start than by proving to him I can manage money wisely?”

“By what you say, I take it you have no funds of your own?”

Since the countess had circumvented the first of Leah’s statement, latching on to the latter part instead, Leah assumed she’d failed to convince the woman that Anne wasn’t the ill-mannered shrew John Kingsley had painted her to be. Truly, she needed this woman as her ally, not as her enemy, especially if she wanted to avoid the constant threat of suspicion. A drop of honey, she reminded herself, certain her actions would in time override Kingsley’s words.

“I am what is termed as destitute,” Leah replied finally, and truthfully. “I have no inheritance on which I can rely.”

“Your parents,” the countess said, coming back to the original question that somehow had been skirted during their conversation. “What happened to them?”

With the question, the dark moments of the recent past swirled up inside Leah. Again she experienced the pain of her loss, the pain of being separated from the children; her eyes filled with tears. “A carriage accident,” she said weakly, her gaze falling away from the countess’s. Finding it far easier to mask her hurt behind another persona, she willingly continued the lie. “It overturned. They were killed instantly.”

Tenderly, the countess’s fingers pressed Leah’s hands as they still rested in her lap. “I am truly sorry that you have suffered such a tragedy. Come,” she said, rising, “you must be exhausted. I’ll show you to your room where you can rest until supper.”

“My luggage—”

“It has already been attended to.”

Nodding, Leah followed the countess from the sitting room, across the wide gallery overlooking the entry foyer, toward another flight of stairs. As she passed the ancestral portraits ranging along the wall between the doorways, she briefly glanced at each. At the base of the steps, one painting in particular caught her eye. Handsome was how she described the lordly figure who had been set on canvas, his larger-than-life image hanging from ceiling to floor. Intrigued by the man within the frame, Leah promised herself to study the portrait more closely later on.

Soon standing at the entry to her room, Leah saw that Anne’s trunks were nearly unpacked. The last dress had just been placed into the wardrobe, the young maid shutting the garments away.

“That will be all, Milly,” the countess said, stepping into the bedchamber. “Miss Kingsley would like to rest. You may store her trunks later.” With a bob of her head and a slight curtsy, the maid withdrew. Madeline turned back toward Leah. “Welcome to Sinclair House, my dear. I do hope these accommodations will be satisfactory.”

As she took in her surroundings Leah thought they were more than satisfactory. Decorated in soft shades of blue, green, and lavender, with a smattering of yellow, the chamber reminded Leah of an English garden. “Sinclair House?” she asked, eyes still agog with the room’s beauty.

“That is the family name,” Madeline informed. “Huntsford is the title belonging to the earldom. Well, Anne, how do you like your room?”

While the countess spoke, Leah had moved to the window, where she gazed down at the park. Children, accompanied by their nurses, played among the flowers and trees. One small girl, her blond curls bobbing in the light breeze flowing through the shade-dappled haven, reminded Leah of little Emily, the youngest of her siblings. Emily was the most confused by all that had happened, by why her family had been torn apart.

When Papa comes, he will make everything better again. He’ll not leave us here in this smelly old place. You’ll see, Leah, You’ll see. When is Papa supposed to come?

Emily’s words, uttered while Leah had last visited the orphanage, tore through her heart. A sob caught in her throat as tears stung her eyes. Her emotions teetered on the edge of a great precipice. One small nudge and she’d be spinning helplessly toward the inky void that always seemed a hairbreadth from swallowing her.

A hand fell upon her shoulder, Leah blinked. Fighting down the hysteria threatening to consume her, a result of the hopelessness she faced, she turned from the window.

“What is it, Anne?” the countess asked. “I called your name several times, but you didn’t respond. Are you feeling ill?”

Deeply engrossed in her thoughts, Leah hadn’t heard the woman addressing her. But of course she’d been hailed as Anne. To adapt to another name wouldn’t be easy, and her repeated failures to respond when summoned was bound to raise suspicion, so Leah came to a decision. “I apologize, but I must confess I’m not accustomed to being addressed by my given name. Because my mother’s name was also Anne, it became quite problematic for everyone in the house. Whenever my father called for my mother, we would both appear, and vice versa. So it was decided I should be called by my middle name. In fact, I cannot remember ever being called anything else. If you don’t mind, I would prefer to keep the name most familiar to me. It is Leah.”

Apparently the countess believed Leah’s tale, for the woman’s light laughter filled the air.

“I had a similar problem whenever my grandmother and I were together. However, your alternate name is far lovelier than the one I was saddled with. It may not appear so now, but I once had deep auburn hair. In the sunlight, it glowed like fire. Because of its russet color, my grandfather deemed me Fox. I allowed it simply because I adored him so. Thank goodness, he was the only one bold enough to call me that. Had anyone else taken the liberty, I would have trounced him. Leah is a beautiful name, and if that is what you wish to be called, Leah it is.”

The issue resolved, Leah breathed a sigh of relief. For the present, she felt safer in her role as Anne Leah Kingsley.

“Supper is at eight, so I’ll expect you in the sitting room by a quarter to. We can visit a bit before we eat. Until then, you really should get some rest,” the countess said, moving toward the large wardrobe. After searching through the assortment of dresses hanging inside, she pulled one into view. “This should be most suitable for the occasion. I shall ask Milly to press it for you. By your attire, I assume you are no longer in mourning.”

Either the real Anne didn’t adhere to the practice or some time had elapsed since her parents’ deaths. Leah preferred to think it was the latter. “It has been just over six months since their passings,” she quickly supplied, for that was the proper time to outwardly show one’s grief over the loss of a parent “I could no longer abide being draped in mourning. The colors are so depressing in themselves,” she said of the black crepes, to be replaced later on by shades of gray, ornamented by purple or lavender. “Other than the one dress, I gave the rest away.”

“Our customs can be so very stringent,” the countess remarked. “As you say, the colors do nothing to help lighten our moods. However, tomorrow we shall pay call on my couturière, where we shall be surrounded by bright silks and satins. Madame Lejeune carries the latest in prints, too.”

“Is it necessary?” Leah asked. Spending money on something as frivolous as the construction of a half dozen new gowns seemed such a waste, especially when she could put the funds to use elsewhere, such as in her savings. “I mean my uncle might not agree with the expenditure.”

“Nonsense. I know you want to make amends by proving you are not the spendthrift he has accused you of being, but John has given me permission to use the bank draft he sent for your care in whatever way I see fit. New gowns are a must.”

“But—”

“I’ll not hear another word,” the countess said.

Leah knew any further discussion on the topic was useless. The countess had made up her mind.

“In my opinion,” the woman continued, for she must have caught the dispirited look on Leah’s face, “the right gown can make all the difference in attracting the proper young swains. Your uncle will have to accept it and so will you.”

“But I’m not interested in attracting young swains,” Leah said.

“I know you think you are in love, Leah, but I very much imagine your gentleman friend is the only beau you’ve ever had. Allowing yourself the opportunity to meet other men will either strengthen your resolve about your current relationship or cause you to realize you were about to make a mistake. Whatever your future decision might be, no harm will be done by your experiencing the excitement of a few parties.” She draped the gown she’d selected from the wardrobe over her arm and headed toward the door. “I shall leave you alone so you can nap. Should you desire anything simply ring.” She pointed toward the blue silk bell cord adjacent to the canopied bed. “It is good to have you at Sinclair House, Leah. I hope you will enjoy your stay.”

Long after the door had closed, Leah’s mind still spun. Never would she have conceived that dupery could be this easy. Too easy, she decided, positive she’d eventually get caught. She was a thief, an interloper, and a cheat. The tags fit well, and because they did, Leah’s guilt continued to mount. The countess had been most kind to her, undoubtedly because she believed Leah was Anne Kingsley. But woe unto her if Madeline Sinclair discovered the truth. Newgate Prison, with its rats and vermin, would quickly become Leah’s new home.

The horrible thought pushed aside, Leah studied her current surroundings. Mindful of her siblings’ bleak environment, she took little pleasure in the beauty and comfort that was presently afforded her. Until the day her family was reunited, Leah doubted she’d find much joy in anything. As though to punctuate her prevailing unhappiness, Leah’s heavy sigh echoed throughout the room.

For now, Anne’s allowance was her only hope, and Leah meant to save every penny. If all went well, in a few short months, the Daltons would be planning a new life far from England’s shores. Soon, if she could manage it without drawing suspicion, she intended to seek out the address she’d committed to memory, certain it was there she’d find her answers about her father’s mysterious past.

When first reaching London, she’d called up to the coachman, asking him to take a turn by St. James’s Street, then to travel on to Hanover Square. He’d refused, stating his manifest strictly forbade any detours. Berkley Square was her destination, and Berkley Square was the only place he could take her. Thwarted, Leah knew she would have to find the places on her own, Hanover Square in particular.

Leah prayed that a legacy indeed awaited her there, the bequest hidden even from Mr. Kingsley. Gladly, she’d end this ruse, fully aware of the severity of its consequences. Yet Leah knew that until she was assured of her family’s livelihood, she had little choice but to continue her masquerade.

Weary from her trip, plus the sleepless night she’d spent at the inn somewhere between York and London, Leah stripped down to her shift, slipped beneath the silk comforter, and sank into the feather mattress. Breathing deeply, she tried to let her mind float free. But one question kept badgering her.

What would she find at Eighteen Hanover Square?

“You are charitable to a fault, Madeline Sinclair,” the ninth Earl of Huntsford said, then shook his head. Sighing, he dislodged his arm from the mantel where it was propped and ran his fingers through his hair. In the other hand, he held John Kingsley’s letter. “I suppose if a cat dropped one of her litter on our stoop, you’d snatch it up, posthaste.”

“Doubtlessly, I would,” the countess responded from the settee. “Since I’ve been deemed the champion of the downtrodden, what else would you expect?”

“If you remember, I am the one who termed you so. And I would expect a bit more prudence from you, madam. You cannot forever be taking in every stray that lands on our doorstep.”

“I’d hardly call the girl a stray. Heavens, Ian! She is John Kingsley’s niece. What was I to do? Slam the door in her face?”

“From what I’ve gathered from Kingsley’s letter, it might have been far wiser if you had. Apparently, his niece has nearly run him ragged since he took guardianship of her. And this young man with whom she fancies herself in love—if he is truly that eager to wed and bed her, don’t you think he’ll find her? I cannot be forever poking about the gardens after dark, watching for a ladder to swing against the house.”

“She has agreed neither to communicate with nor to see him while she’s in my care.” The countess smiled pleasantly. “Besides, she’s in the front bedroom, two doors from yours.”

The earl rolled his eyes, for he saw himself constantly bounding from his bed at the tiniest noise, to check through his window for signs of an intruder. “You are most thoughtful,” he said dryly. “I assume you will also expect me to introduce her into London society by escorting her to the round of balls and social events scheduled these next few months. If so, I doubt Veronica will be too pleased with another party tagging along.”

“Veronica would survive,” Madeline insisted. “However, I plan to escort her myself. Were she on your arm, none of the young gentlemen would dare approach her.”

Ian chuckled. “It is a match that you’re after, isn’t it?”

“Maybe. At the very least I hope to present her with a choice. So far she seems not at all like the person John described in his letter. Normally I trust his judgment, but I cannot help wonder if this split between John and his brother hasn’t automatically colored his opinion of his niece. Yes, a new suitor is a possibility. She can make up her own mind who it is she loves.”

“How old is she?” Ian asked, finding himself curious, for the letter never mentioned such.

“Eighteen, nineteen—no more than twenty, I’d say. She’s far too young for you.”

Blue eyes netted blue. “Did I say I was interested?”

“No, you didn’t. But the girl needs someone closer to her own age. Definitely not a father-figure.”

Stung by her words, Ian came away from his position near the fireplace. “I wouldn’t exactly describe myself as an old codger.”

“Nor would I,” Madeline said.

“I’m still in my prime.”

“Agreed. But time is slipping by.”

“When is it not?” he queried, then focused on the issue needling him. “Why do you think the girl wouldn’t be interested in a man my age?”

“I didn’t say she wouldn’t be. I simply mentioned that a man closer in years to her own might suit her needs better. I didn’t mean to give insult, so calm yourself. Leah should be joining us shortly. I’d like very much for your first meeting with her to go well.”

“Leah?” he asked. “I thought her name was Anne.”

“Both are correct. Since her mother’s name was also Anne, our Anne was called Leah to avoid confusion. She prefers the name she’s most accustomed to, so we are to call her Leah.”

Ian fought the urge to shake his head, thereby clearing the muddle from his brain. “Leah—Anne—whichever she desires, so be it,” he said, then glanced at the mantel clock. Seven-thirty. A brandy—that’s what he needed to ease the tension inside him. For some unexplained reason, he felt the girl’s presence was going to wreak havoc in their lives, especially in his. “If you don’t mind, I will retire to the study for a few minutes. I’ll not be long.”

“Don’t imbibe too much, Ian,” the countess said as he strode toward the doorway. “I wouldn’t want Leah to get the wrong impression about us.”

Coming up short, he turned around. “Had you not the most peculiar way of throwing disharmony into a man’s life, I wouldn’t presently be deserting you for the soothing effects of a brandy.”

The countess sighed heavily. “Your father always said the same thing. But from the day we married until the day he died, he was never gone from my side for more than five minutes at a time. Oh, Ian, I do hope you will soon find that special someone so you, too, can experience a love like the one your father and I shared.”

Ian’s gaze softened on the woman who presently held his heart. Adrian Sinclair had been dead for well over six years, and even though she tried to hide it, his father’s beloved Madeline still mourned his passing as if it were yesterday. “Not everyone is as fortunate as were you and Father. It may be, Mother, that I shall never find that ‘special someone.’ I might have to settle for a pleasing companionship instead.”

“Veronica?”

“Yes, Veronica. We are well-suited in temperament and share many of the same interests. I am thinking about asking for her hand, possibly by the end of next month.”

“I caution you not to act in haste, Ian. Veronica is a delightful young woman, but I doubt you will be happy with her. Mark my words. Your special someone is out there, somewhere, waiting for you to come into her life.”

Ever optimistic, his mother believed in storybook endings, but Ian was a realist. At one time, he thought he had found the right woman for him, but to his chagrin, she turned out to be his best friend’s wife. Alissa and Jared Braxton resided at Hawkstone, the estate next to his own near Selkirk. Their joy in each other seemed to grow day by day, and Ian wished them well.

“And how, pray tell, will I know she is the one?” he asked, doubting such a woman existed. At thirty-three, he’d yet to find her.

Madeline smiled up at him, confidence showing in her gaze. “You’ll know, son, the moment you see her.”

“Should I encounter the lady you speak of, Mother, I’ll let you know. Right now, I want nothing more than to seek out that brandy.”

Having descended the steps only a moment ago, bathed, coiffed, and dressed in the gown the countess had selected for her, Leah inspected the portrait she’d seen earlier that day. Her head tilted to one side, then the other as she assessed the virile figure standing inside the gilt frame.

Thick, auburn hair crowned his noble head, and her fingers itched to feel its texture. An impossibility, she knew.

Her attention affixed itself to the man’s face, with its angles and planes, each perfectly positioned to form a striking effect. Exceptional. The word came to mind as she studied his shapely lips.

The eyes drew her.

Magically, the artist’s hand had captured the glint in his subject’s deep blue gaze, and Leah wondered what could be the root of the man’s mirth. Informally posed, his arm resting on a pedestal, his flowing white shirt open halfway down his broad chest, he seemed to be boldly flouting propriety, and enjoying every minute of it.

Tight black breeches molded to his narrow hips and sinewy thighs. Impressive. She concluded such, for very little had been left to the imagination. Or had it? Fire burned her cheeks, and her concentration quickly skipped back to the man’s face, and his laughing eyes. It was now Leah who had become the source of his merriment! Or so she believed. Mortified, she wanted to kick herself for her daring appraisal and the fantasy it evoked.

Leah demanded her fluttering heart to behave, then stepped forward to read the nameplate attached to the ornate frame. “Ian Sinclair,” she mused aloud, “ninth Earl of Huntsford.”

“At your service, Miss Kingsley.”

Leah spun around, nearly colliding with the man who had crept up behind her. “You!” she cried, glancing at the portrait, then back at him. A grin played on his lips. He appeared to know what she’d been thinking. Her embarrassment flamed anew, and Leah nearly groaned aloud, for this deep chuckle stated he was aware of that, too.

“Yes, we are one and the same,” Ian said, his amusement sounding in his voice. “Since I am here in the flesh, you may inspect me more closely.” He stepped around her and centered himself beneath the huge portrait. “Which do you say? Of the two, who is the more handsome? Me or my likeness?”

Why, the real man, of course, Leah admitted in silence, for she appreciated that the artist hadn’t done him justice. Finding herself caught under his remarkable blue gaze, glee dancing within, she felt herself melting. His grin grew wider. He sported with her, she realized; Leah sobered. “There are flaws in both,” she said, tilting her chin up a notch, trying to quell the strange quivering in the pit of her stomach. “Although each is acceptable, neither is singularly impressive.”

His pride being stung for the second time in less than ten minutes, Ian was now the one to sober. Why, the little snob. He studied her from head to foot. Swathed in green silk, which complemented her fascinating dark-lashed eyes, she stood up to his scrutiny, her gaze never wavering.

Oddly, Ian found himself intrigued—had been so, in fact, from the moment he’d spied her after leaving the sitting room, searching out his brandy. But his increased interest, he surmised, stemmed from her rejection of him, a rare incident with most females he met That she should rebuff him nettled greatly. By her mutinous stare, apparently she considered him a cad. She had drawn a conclusion. But on what basis?

“My vanity is crushed. You have wounded me, Miss Kingsley,” he teased, feigning an injured expression. “And we have just met.” He turned, facing the portrait. “I had thought it was a rather good likeness of me. Look at the pose. It bespeaks—”

“Arrogance,” Leah interjected.

Frowning, Ian looked back at her. “I was under the impression that it illustrated my zest for life. Arrogance, you say?” He viewed his image again. “No, Miss Kingsley. You have misread the artist’s depiction of me. Something else must have given you such a notion, false as it is. Since we’ve just set eyes on each other, I cannot imagine what it might be. Did your uncle caution you against me?”

The countess certainly bagged herself a young one, Leah decided. But then she remembered her own conjecture that no man, whatever his age, could resist the woman. His youth didn’t trouble Leah. What irritated her was that the earl had the unmitigated gall to flirt with her, Lady Huntsford being under the same roof. “My uncle never spoke about you at all,” she returned, aloofly turning her head.

Ian again chuckled. “Hardly surprising, since it is my mother who holds his attention where the Sinclairs are concerned.”

Leah’s gaze bounded back to his face. “Your mother? But I thought …” Realizing her near slip, she swallowed her words. Certainly Anne Kingsley would have known the Earl of Huntsford was the countess’s son, not her husband. And, she, Leah, should have conceived the very same on first seeing him. Spying his confused look, she quaked in her shoes. Dear God! How would she get out of this one?

“Thought what, Miss Kingsley?” Ian asked. “Didn’t you know he is in love with her?”

“N-no, I-I didn’t,” she whispered, relief washing through her, for he’d saved her himself. “By the admiration in his voice whenever he spoke about her, I suppose I should have recognized the fact, but I was engrossed in my own concerns. Hence, my ignorance.”

“By ‘concerns,’ I assume you mean the young man whom you fancy yourself in love with?”

“Yes, of course,” she lied readily, finding the task easier with each untruth that passed between her lips. Her conscience had been stilled, but one day it would attack her with a vengeance, she knew. Until then she’d not fret over the consequences of her actions; she’d simply play the game. “The death of my parents has also claimed my attention,” she admitted openly, tears once again stinging her eyes. “The recent turns in my life have not been easy, but I’m learning to adjust. I consider myself a survivor, so whatever it takes to come through, I’ll do.”

Liquid green eyes stared up at him, and Ian’s heart lurched. Tempted to enfold her in his arms, allowing her to expel her grief, he fought off his sudden desire to protect her, wondering over the emotion altogether. As his mother had indicated, she seemed not to be the irascible, ill-mannered girl John Kingsley had described in his letter. However, a quick shift in personality, thereby winning his mother’s trust, wouldn’t surprise him, for she appeared intelligent enough to use the ploy as a means to an end. Unsure of her true character, Ian felt compelled to let her know exactly where they stood.

“My mother explained your situation to me, and your cares are understandable, considering what you have suffered. May I say I admire your fortitude. Such strength is commendable, but I must caution you that doing ‘whatever it takes to come through’ may not be the wisest course to follow, especially if you are referring to the young man who has pursued you from Ulster to England. You are welcome here, Miss Kingsley, but do not seek to trick my mother while under her care. It will bode ill for you if you do.”

“That you distrust me is apparent,” Leah stated. “I have given my word to the countess that I’ll not contact him while at Sinclair House. It is a promise I intend to keep. Besides, my uncle’s fears are premature. I do not plan to marry for quite some time. Not until I’m assured I have found the right man.”

“Then you’re not certain you love him?”

“I’m not certain of anything at present,” she declared. “My pledge to your mother being the exception, of course.”

Ian studied her intently. “I can forgive almost anything, Miss Kingsley—apart from lies and deceit, that is. Remember such, and we’ll get along remarkably well.” He looked at the standing clock against the wall opposite him. “I believe we will soon be called to supper. My mother awaits us in the sitting room. I would consider it an honor if you would allow me to escort you there.”

Leah viewed his proffered arm, then looked at his hand, his long fingers curling lightly against his palm. Strength resided in each. Suddenly certain her neck would snap like a twig under their combined force, she felt a chill run the length of her spine.

I can forgive almost anything … apart from lies and deceit, that is.

His words spun through her head, and Leah knew if she had any sense she’d flee this place, the maze of London streets swallowing her in a trice.

“You seem distressed, Miss Kingsley,” Ian said, marking how she’d suddenly gone pale. “Have I somehow given offense? Or are you feeling ill?”

“Yes—ill,” she said, knowing she’d not survive under this man’s scrutiny. He was too astute for her liking. He’d unmask her, expose her for the cheat she was. She had to stay as far from him as possible, for as long as she could. “The journey—I’m simply exhausted. I really must return to my room. Please offer the countess my apologies. I’m sorry, but it cannot be helped.”

Certain her claim of illness was feigned, Ian watched as Leah scurried the few feet to the stairs, then up them, the tail of her dress finally disappearing from sight. He’d scared the hell out of her. Only a fool would have missed the fact. The question in Ian’s mind was why.

Well past midnight, Leah was wide awake, the carpet suffering because of her sleeplessness.

After she’d fled the gallery to her room, she’d disrobed, then donned a nightdress and wrapper, whereupon she began to traipse the floor, indecision gripping her. Directly, the countess had checked in on her, and only after Leah’s assurances that she was well, simply weary from her trip, did the woman leave her. A tray of food had been sent up, but Leah simply picked at the fare, her nerves too jangled to eat.
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