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Chapter One

				London, 1814

				When the liveried footman in front of Jordan stumbled over a lump in the rug, a bottle of claret and two wine glasses toppled from his laden tray. Jordan sprang forward, caught the bottle ’round the neck in one hand and a glass by the stem in the other. The second wine glass he intercepted with his leg; it rolled down his shin to settle, unharmed, on the treacherous floor covering.

				As he stooped to retrieve it, an audience of one applauded off to his side. “Lord Freese, my hero! You saved my rug, wine, and stemware all from unfortunate demise.”

				He turned to the speaker and bowed with a flourish. “Your servant, madam.”

				Isabelle, Duchess of Monthwaite, smiled warmly as she stepped off the bottom stair and crossed the entrance hall to where he stood. “We didn’t know if you’d come tonight, Jordan. Charity events are not nearly so tempting to single gentlemen as other amusements.”

				Jordan affected an affronted demeanor. “And where should I rather be, if not at An Auction for the Benefit of King’s Cross Vocational School for Young Ladies, as the invitation so enticingly described?” He poured wine into the two rescued glasses, then returned the bottle to the red-faced footman before turning to offer Isabelle a drink.

				She took both it and his proffered arm as they strolled toward the salon, following the faint sounds of pianoforte music and laughter. “Still, it was good of you to come,” Isabelle continued. “I know Lily will be grateful for whatever material support you offer, and I’m just glad to have another body in the room. This far into summer, it was difficult to fill out the guest list.” Her sigh was thick with fatigue, and she leaned heavily upon his arm.

				Jordan looked down at his friend’s wife. Though the arm hooked through his own was still willowy and her face as slender and lovely as ever, Isabelle’s lithe figure had given way to the heavy fullness of late pregnancy. Her breasts were larger than they’d ever been — scarcely contained by the bodice of her light green dress. Even so, they were overshadowed by the great roundness of her belly.

				Though politeness prevented him from directly alluding to her delicate condition, he was concerned she might overexert herself. “Are you sure this is not too much?” he asked. “Would you like to take a rest?”

				A frown line creased her brows. “I’ve just come down from taking a rest,” she answered testily. “Pray do not stare at me like that, Jordan. I’m perfectly aware of my limitations.”

				“Forgive me, Isabelle,” he said with a quick smile. “If I seemed to stare it is only because I am dazzled by the becoming new cut of your hair.” He nodded toward the blond curls framing her face. “That short style suits you — very modish.”

				“You’re forgiven, since you not only noticed my new hairstyle, but complimented it. Poor Marshall is mourning the length I cut off.”

				They rounded a corner; the salon was directly in front of them, its doors thrown open wide, spilling light and music into the corridor. Inside, a respectable crowd of several dozen mingled over drinks. Jordan smiled mischievously and bent to speak in a low voice near her ear. “Since you’ll not go rest, at least say you’ll leave Marshall and elope with me, Isabelle. I’ll take you to Paris and buy a hundred hats to adorn your new hair.”

				Isabelle threw back her head and laughed as they entered the room, drawing admiring gazes from the assembled guests. “You grow more outrageous by the day,” she scolded, her blue eyes swimming with mirth. “If you don’t hurry up and marry, you’ll soon be so scandalous, no decent woman will have you.”

				“You’ve uncovered my scheme,” he replied in jest, raising his voice slightly to be heard over the hired musician seated at the pianoforte in the far corner. “If no decent woman will have me, then my dear step-mama must stop badgering me to shackle myself to one.”

				Their private conversation ended as Marshall broke away from a group of gentlemen to meet them. His arm slipped protectively around Isabelle’s expanded waist, concern etching his features. “Are you feeling better?” he asked. “You don’t have to do this, darling. I’m sure among Lady Thorburn and Naomi and myself, we have everything well in hand.”

				Isabelle laid a reassuring hand against her husband’s cheek. Their sweet, open affection moved Jordan. He was happy for the joy his friends found in one another but very much doubted he was meant for any such relationship. The permanence of marriage scared the daylights out of him. Jordan couldn’t bear to stay in one geographic location longer than a month or two at a time — how could he be expected to remain at one woman’s side for the rest of his life?

				The duchess moved on to speak with her guests. Marshall turned nonchalantly to face Jordan, lifted his wine, and swirled it beneath his nose. “There’s someone in my study to see you,” he murmured, his lips concealed by the glass.

				Jordan frowned. “Who?”

				Go, Marshall mouthed silently. His dark eyes cut to the door.

				Feeling foolish for leaving almost as soon as he’d arrived, Jordan retreated from the social gathering. Curiosity put a spring in his step as he found his way upstairs to the study. He knocked once on the door and entered. The smell of leather and ink greeted him as his eyes sought out his summoner.

				A head of close-clipped, graying hair looked up from where it had been bent over papers. Jordan shook his head ruefully as he shut and locked the door behind him. Was there nowhere the man could not engross himself in work?

				“Freese.” Lord Castlereagh nodded once and gestured to a chair across the desk.

				“Fine,” Jordan said as he took a seat. “Thank you so much for asking. And how does the night find you, Robert?”

				The Foreign Secretary’s lips turned up in a small smile. He tossed his quill onto a sheet of paper, his hard eyes glinting in the light cast by the candelabra on the end of the desk. “I don’t waste time on idle chitchat, Jordan Atherton — and if you knew what was good for you, neither would you.”

				“I find it singular,” Jordan rejoined, “that I’ve been turned away from your office every time I’ve attempted to see you this year. But here you are,” he said, spreading his hands wide, “running me to ground at a charity auction, pulling my strings as deftly as a puppet master. I should like to have a word with you.”

				“And I with you,” Castlereagh said, leaning back in the borrowed chair. “That’s why I’ve come.”

				“I’d hoped to accompany you to Paris.” Jordan hadn’t meant to blurt it out. He only hoped he hadn’t sounded like a petulant child.

				Castlereagh pursed his lips. “You’d have been no good to me there, Freese. You’re no diplomat.”

				Jordan’s teeth ground together. “There was intelligence to gather before the treaty was signed. I could have done that.”

				“You have your assignment.”

				“I’m sick of my assignment,” Jordan seethed. “Four years is long enough. Send me somewhere, Robert — anywhere. Let me be useful again!”

				Lord Castlereagh’s brows shot up. “I am sending you somewhere.” Amusement tinged his words. “Home, in fact. What in the name of God Almighty are you still doing in Town this late in the summer? You’re lucky I haven’t strung you up for dereliction of duty, Freese.”

				Jordan swiped a hand down his right cheek; his fingers automatically traced the scar he had obtained carrying out Castlereagh’s orders. It ran from his ear almost to the corner of his mouth.

				How could he make the impassive Foreign Secretary see that this assignment was killing him? He was hobbled, tied to England like a dog staked on a short rope, when all he wanted to do was stretch his legs on foreign soil and engross himself in meaningful work once more.

				“I’ve always done my duty, Robert,” he protested. “You cannot question my loyalty.”

				Castlereagh spread his hands flat on the desk, long, ink-stained fingers splayed wide, and leaned forward, pinning Jordan in his fierce gaze. “Then why are you still here?”

				Because Lintern Abbey is the dullest place on Earth, he wanted to say. Because estate ledgers, crop rotations, and rent tallies bored him to tears. Instead of anything approaching the truth, which Robert would only interpret as sniveling, he opted for sarcasm. “I’ve taken a keen interest in charity schools, you see. I had to stay to lend my support to Her Grace’s benefit.”

				His superior leveled an incredulous look at him, his jaw working side to side. Finally, Lord Castlereagh rummaged through the papers before withdrawing one and handing it across the desk to Jordan. “Home may have just become more exciting for you.”

				Jordan read the intelligence report with mounting alarm. When he reached the end, he turned disbelieving eyes on Castlereagh. “French agents? Are you sure?”

				The Foreign Secretary shrugged. “I’m not sure, but our man in York is, and that’s good enough for me. Frenchmen have been sighted in villages and towns in the North, asking questions.”

				“But it doesn’t make sense,” Jordan said in a rush. He swiped his fingers through the mop of black curls atop his head. “The monarchy is restored.” His eyes lit as an idea took shape. “Perhaps King Louis has sent them?”

				“No.” Castlereagh shook his head. “Louis would approach the government directly. They’re Bonapartists.”

				“But Napoleon is on Elba,” Jordan pointed out.

				“Where he is already expanding his army and navy,” Castlereagh snapped. “His exile is not secure, damn it all. And now we have nine, ten, perhaps more of his men nosing around Yorkshire, getting closer to Lintern Abbey.”

				With fingers and thumb pressing into his eyes, Jordan growled in frustration. “To what purpose? Do we suspect assassins?”

				When he opened his eyes again, he saw the Secretary’s lips drawn into a grim line. “Of course they’re assassins. When have you last laid eyes on Enrique?” The pang of guilt aroused by the mention of his ward’s name must have shown on his face. Castlereagh scoffed. “Go home, Freese. Do your goddamn job.” He shoved another paper at Jordan. “I want you to take these men with you. Set a patrol; do whatever it takes.”

				Jordan glanced down at the list. He recognized the ten names as well-placed gentlemen: some sons of tonnish families, some men attached to high-ranking government officials — and all agents of the Foreign Office, as well, it would seem.

				He scowled at the paper as a problem presented itself. “If I run home with ten men, that will draw attention. If those same ten men start patrolling, asking after these Frenchmen, that will certainly draw attention. As it is, Bonaparte’s agents can’t know anything for certain. They’re looking, yes? Otherwise, they’d be on my doorstep in an instant. Setting out a guard like this is as good as lighting a beacon for them. It would be better to allay their suspicions. ‘Nothing to see here; move along,’ as it were.”

				Castlereagh pressed his hands together in prayer fashion and rested his chin on his fingertips. “How do you propose to do that?”

				“I don’t know,” Jordan admitted. “But I’ll think of something.”

				“Do whatever you’d like, Freese, but you have to take those men. You’re good, but I’ll not pit you alone against ten Bonapartists.”

				Jordan squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. Despite an overwhelming desire to be released from his assignment, he found himself even more tightly bound to it. He’d wanted Robert to relieve him of his burden and give him something more exciting, more compelling to do. Instead, he not only had to hurry home to Lintern Abbey, but he had to concoct a front, something perfectly ordinary and domestic to cover the sudden influx of almost a dozen armed men. Something boring. But, blast it all, this was his job — his duty. And no matter how it rankled, Jordan Atherton, Viscount Freese did his duty.

				“At the end of September, I’m leaving for Vienna,” Castlereagh announced. “There’s to be a meeting in November, a congress of the Allies. I want this settled before my departure. Anything untoward that suggests Bonaparte is still wielding power could upset negotiations.”

				“It’s already the eighth of August,” Jordan protested. “You want me to carry out a covert manhunt and eliminate all these French agents by the end of next month?”

				“Yes, I do,” Castlereagh stated.

				“If I do this, if I succeed, will you take me with you to Vienna?” Jordan asked. “I would be useful to you there, Robert, I swear. If you only needed me to act as your page, I would do it.”

				“No.” Lord Castlereagh’s mouth held the tight O shape of his refusal for a moment as though making sure his edict was understood. “I know it’s not as thrilling as your old days on the Continent or in Spain, Jordan. But it’s vitally important. You must understand that your work is crucial to the very survival of Europe. If Bonaparte’s agents succeed …  If he escapes and returns, and we can’t fight him off again … ” Castlereagh’s mouth pressed in a grim line. “I don’t have to tell you it would be devastating. Political stability must be maintained while Europe rebuilds. That’s what you’re guarding at Lintern Abbey. Stability. Peace.”

				Well.

				When he put it that way, Jordan couldn’t formulate any further argument against his assignment. While stability and peace weren’t his cup of tea personally, he certainly valued them for the world at large.

				“You’re in this for the long haul,” Castlereagh concluded. “You might as well resign yourself to it and find some pleasure in living a more domestic lifestyle. Get married, my boy. My Amelia has been a good and constant companion these last twenty years.”

				Jordan rose and bowed. “Thank you for your advice, sir. I shall consider it.” He tucked the intelligence report and list of Foreign Office agents into his coat pocket before taking his leave.

				As he made his way back downstairs to the auction, Jordan scoffed to himself at Lord Castlereagh’s final words. The last thing he needed — or wanted — was a good and constant companion. A good companion was marvelous for a night or two, but the constant part was right out.

				• • •

				When he rejoined the party in the salon, Jordan attempted to regain his typical, jovial manner, but the tight pull of his scar told him he still frowned. In Town, he found it very easy to forget about his responsibilities at Lintern Abbey and throw himself into entertainments and the company of his friends. This collision of his worlds was most unwelcome.

				What the devil was he going to do? He could not carry out Castlereagh’s orders without amending them. If his home was being watched, an action such as the Secretary desired would bring the Bonapartists down upon his head and ruin four years of careful intrigue. Lintern Abbey itself held little draw for him, but he didn’t want harm befalling those who lived there. Uncle Randell and Enrique would be as helpless as lambs before wolves without Jordan’s protection. Leaving them to face the threat alone was out of the question. But how to go about it?

				“I didn’t think anyone could scowl as fiercely as my husband, but you may have bested him.”

				Lily Helling, Viscountess Thorburn, regarded Jordan with a bemused expression on her face, full lips twisted in a wry smile. The statuesque female was sheathed in chocolate satin, touched here and there with gold lace and beading — a smashing complement to her own dark hair and eyes.

				“If I am scowling fiercely,” he said, his charming smile once more in place, “it is only because you look — ”

				“You used that one on me already.” Isabelle joined them and playfully swatted Jordan’s forearm with her fan. “Pen some new material.”

				“Save your flirtation for the other ladies, in any event,” Lily said. “Handsome you may be, but I am utterly immune to your charms, my lord.”

				The two ladies’ husbands joined the group. Ethan Helling handed a cup of punch to his wife. “Freese, I warn you. If you attempt to flirt with Lily, she will almost certainly skewer you for it. I still must couch remarks in innuendo and entendre.”

				Jordan grinned. “I’m well aware of the lady’s formidable parlance. Indeed, I admire Lady Thorburn’s forthright manner.” He nodded to Lily, who blushed and shared a smile with Ethan. Despite his claims of walking softly around her, Jordan knew a woman as strong as Lily could only be matched by an equal force — and any fool could see the Thorburns were as deeply in love as Marshall and Isabelle.

				Good God, I’m surrounded by willing prisoners, he realized with a start. Jordan was the odd man out in the group, the fifth wheel in the midst of couples wallowing in marital felicity. He scanned the other guests for someone else to talk to. How had it happened that everything tonight kept pointing to the subject of marriage, even as he was dunked into a crisis of international security? When he should be thinking of nothing but how he would outsmart Napoleon’s dogs, he found himself forced to reflect upon the distasteful institution of matrimony and all the choking restrictions it entailed.

				His restless gaze landed upon Lord and Lady Hollier — married since the beginning of time — who socialized with Lady Thorburn’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Bachman — likewise possessed of a long, seemingly happy union.

				A gorgeous vision stepped into the group of older guests and made Jordan suck in his breath. Naomi Lockwood made a polite curtsy to Lord Hollier. She bent her neck, and the light from the chandeliers skimmed across her strawberry-gold hair, which was knotted on top of her head and adorned with a charmingly frivolous blossom. The rose color of her dress brought out the healthy glow of her creamy skin.

				Lord Hollier took her hand and patted it fondly. Mr. Bachman bowed when she greeted him. Jordan noted how the faces of all four guests lit with pleasure as Naomi moved gracefully amongst them, sharing a few words with each. She leaned over to put an arm around the seated Mrs. Bachman’s shoulders, giving Jordan a view of the gentle swell of her breasts, filling out the low, square neckline of her gown.

				An unexpected tightening in his groin startled him. This was Naomi — Marshall’s little sister, for God’s sake! He’d known her since she was a schoolroom miss in braids. And while he’d always been aware — academically speaking — that she was a lovely female, it had been the awareness of an older sibling-esque personage toward a younger quasi-sisterly individual, a reason to help look over her since she’d made her debut last year.

				And yet he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

				She flagged down a footman to bring punch for Mrs. Bachman. Then Naomi took her leave of the older group and made her way to other guests, a welcoming smile at the ready for each.

				That warm, open way of hers contradicted the rumors Jordan had heard of late. She’d been branded an ice queen, an untouchable. Two Seasons out, and the beautiful, generously dowered, younger sister of an obnoxiously wealthy duke was still unattached. Naomi was the catch last year, a diamond of the first water. She should have been snatched up within minutes of making her bow. But for two years she had deftly, delicately rebuffed the advances of every gentleman who had attempted to court her.

				The grumbling in the clubs among her thwarted suitors was that she was cold, heartless — made in the same mold as her imperious mother, Caro Lockwood.

				Jordan knew that wasn’t a true or fair characterization. Naomi had one of the kindest natures he’d ever encountered. His eyes followed her as she continued to move through the assembly with the ease of a natural-born hostess, helping everyone feel noticed and included, seeing to the comfort of her brother and sister-in-law’s guests.

				No, Naomi Lockwood was anything but heartless, Jordan reflected. The conclusion he drew was that she was content with her single status. Marshall would never force his sister to marry against her will, and she would always be amply provided for. Perhaps, he thought with rising admiration, Naomi shared his unfavorable view of matrimony. It would be an unconventional opinion for a female — especially for one as well-bred and raised to convention as Naomi — but that only made it all the more fascinating.

				“Do you mind,” rumbled a dangerously low voice against his ear, “extricating your eyes from my sister, Freese?”

				Marshall stood beside him, matching every one Jordan’s six feet and four inches, glowering and tight-lipped. A quick glance around the group confirmed the others all had fallen silent and had been engaged, for some indeterminate length of time, watching Jordan watch Naomi.

				Bollocks.

				Jordan flashed his annoyed friend a smile. “If you don’t want her admired, Marsh, you’d best put a sack over her head. Otherwise, I fear it’s hopeless. Besides,” he said, glancing back to where Naomi stood, quickly appraising the people around her, and snagging on the first likely suspect his eyes found, “Augustus Gladstone has been dogging her heels all night. I’m surprised you didn’t notice,” he added with a hint of rebuke. Marshall’s head snapped to where Naomi was, in fact, exchanging words with the pup Gladstone, who was known to be trying to prove his manhood by making his way through all the bawdy houses in London.

				Marshall frowned. “I’m sorry, Jordan. I didn’t realize — ”

				Jordan clapped his friend on the arm. “It’s all right, I know your mind is elsewhere.” He nodded toward Isabelle. “I just thought someone should keep an eye on things.”

				The duke’s jaw tightened, and Jordan still wasn’t certain his friend wouldn’t call him to account for so publicly ogling his sister. Isabelle intervened with a hand on her husband’s arm.

				“We’re blessed to have a good friend who shares our concern for Naomi’s welfare, aren’t we, my love?” She steered Marshall away to go converse with the Bachmans.

				Jordan impulsively glanced back to where he’d last seen Naomi, but she was no longer there. Frowning, he scanned the salon but couldn’t locate her anywhere among the guests.

				A few minutes later, the musician on the pianoforte stopped playing, and Marshall’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll please take your seats, the auction will begin.”

				As Jordan filed along with the others to the several rows of padded chairs standing at one end of the room, he saw Naomi slip in. She stopped just inside the salon with her back to the wall, and even from this distance, Jordan noticed the high color staining her cheeks.

				Another group wandered in, several young bucks and a lady. They passed Naomi, and she reached a hand out to stay one of the gentlemen, Wayland Hayward. The flaxen-haired young man turned and leaned while Naomi spoke to him, her fingers twisted together at her waist. Hayward straightened, a light smile touching his lips. Then he glanced around, and — apparently supposing them unnoticed — grasped Naomi’s hand and pulled her out into the corridor.

				Jordan frowned. “What’s that about?” he muttered to himself. A sharp prod in his back pulled his attention away from Naomi’s peculiar behavior.

				“Lord Freese, sit down!”

				He glanced at the seat behind his. The Lockwood siblings’ spinster aunt, Lady Janine, cast a look of sharp disapproval at him. Jordan saw that everyone else had settled into their chairs. He pressed a hand to his chest and bowed briefly by way of apology and took his seat at the end of the row.

				Lady Thorburn stood at the front of the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming,” she began. “And a special thanks to Their Graces, the Duke and Duchess of Monthwaite for hosting this benefit. I would like to take just a moment before we start the auction to tell you all about the purpose and vision behind King’s Cross Vocational School for Young Ladies — ”

				Jordan maintained a look of polite interest while his mind wandered back to his conversation with Lord Castlereagh. How was he ever to solve this problem? What could he do, quickly, to cover an armed patrol of his property?

				Lily nodded and everyone clapped. Jordan joined in, having not heard another word of her speech. Then Marshall stood and presented the first item up for auction, a sitting with the portraitist, Lawrence. The bidding opened at a hundred pounds and quickly rose. Lord Cunnington won with a bid of seven hundred fifty pounds.

				While the guests applauded Cunnington’s generosity, Jordan glanced at the door. Naomi was still gone. And he still had a mess of international security to sort through, by Jove! Why the devil was he even thinking about Naomi’s whereabouts, much less obsessing over them?

				Two more items came and went. Jordan’s feet tapped restlessly against the immaculately polished floor. Another poke to his back had him turning in his seat.

				“You haven’t bid on anything,” Lady Janine said in a stage whisper.

				“Nothing’s caught my eye, my lady,” he replied.

				“You’d better dig into those deep pockets of yours,” Lady Janine insisted. “This is for my niece’s school.”

				Jordan raised a quizzical brow. “Lady Thorburn is not your niece, ma’am.”

				“Don’t contradict me, boy!” Her blue eyes sparked behind the lenses of her gold-rimmed spectacles. “Mind your own damned business and do as I say.”

				He chuckled. Jordan had always appreciated Lady Janine’s spunk, even if she was a hopeless bluestocking. He turned around to see Marshall standing at the front of the room again, balancing a pie on each hand.

				“The winner of this lot is in for a special treat,” he announced. “These fruit pies were baked by the Duchess of Monthwaite herself, especially for tonight’s auction.”

				Another round of applause. Isabelle nodded from her seat, acknowledging the attention.

				“What are the fillings, Duchess?” someone called.

				“One cherry, one blueberry,” Isabelle answered.

				Jordan glanced once more at the door. Still no Naomi. He huffed. Get out of my head, he thought in frustration. He had far more important matters to think about.

				“Very well,” Marshall announced, “for one cherry and one blueberry pie baked by the Duchess of Monthwaite, who will open the bidding at fifty pounds?”

				French agents at his home. They would be former military, he reasoned — as well trained themselves as anyone he could bring to counteract them.

				David Hornsby raised his hand.

				“We have fifty pounds!” Marshall called. “Who will offer seventy-five?”

				These would not be brutes, no, Jordan thought, tapping a finger against his upper lip. Their actions so far had demonstrated an organized elegance, working in small groups to cover more ground. That meant they had established a communication network. They wouldn’t rely upon the English post to carry their reports to one another. Couriers of their own, then. A French intelligence network — in Yorkshire! His mind reeled.

				“One hundred pounds,” Mr. Bachman called.

				The door still stood vacant. No Naomi. Jordan’s toes tapped out a rapid tattoo.

				“Thank you for your generous bid, Mr. Bachman,” Marshall said. “Can one of you best it?”

				Lady Janine’s finger dug into the back of his shoulder. Jordan ignored it. “Where the devil is she?” he muttered. He looked at the door again and sighed.

				“One hundred fifty!” Hornsby called.

				Jordan shook his head. One hundred fifty pounds for two pies? Ludicrous! Lintern Abbey had twenty thousand acres. Jordan had to patrol it with ten men — eleven, including himself. And make it look innocuous. It was preposterous.

				Poke.

				Scowling, he turned fully to face the door. “Get back in this room,” he whispered. Why was he growing agitated at Naomi? She hadn’t done anything to earn his ire. Except look utterly delectable this evening and arouse an awareness in him that had never been there before.

				“Two hundred,” said Lord Hollier.

				“Two hundred pounds from Lord Hollier,” Marshall called. “Are there any more bids?” No one spoke. “Two hundred once.”

				Poke.

				Where is she? Jordan scanned the room to make sure he hadn’t missed seeing her come back in. No, she was not in the salon, he was certain. What if something had happened to her? An uneasiness tightened his chest.

				“Two hundred twice!”

				Poke.

				“Fifteen hundred pounds!”

				A collective, startled gasp filled the room, and every face turned to see who had bid such an outrageous sum for two fruit pies. It took Jordan a moment to realize they were all looking at him.

				“Sold,” Marshall called, grinning broadly at Jordan, “for fifteen hundred pounds to the gentleman with the sweet tooth.”

				The audience laughed and clapped appreciatively. Jordan stood, feeling like the biggest fool imaginable. Lady Janine wore a satisfied expression.

				He realized what he’d really purchased was the right to leave. With a sharp nod to no one in particular, Jordan turned on a heel and stalked out of the salon to find Naomi.

	
Chapter Two

				Two hours earlier

				Naomi looked over her shoulder into the full-length mirror in the corner of her dressing room while her maid adjusted the bow at the back of her ensemble. Her dress was rose gauze and split at the back to reveal the darker mauve, silk slip beneath. Lace the color of buttercream adorned the short sleeves and low, square neckline.

				“Thank you, Brenna,” she said when the bow was just right. She pressed a hand to her fluttering stomach and drew a deep breath as she scrutinized her appearance once more. Her blond hair, marked with strawberry highlights, had been twisted high at the crown of her head, with a single braid wrapped around the knot. A silk peony — its petals touched here and there with glittering crystals — was tucked under the braid. Around her neck, she wore the necklace Marshall had given her for her twentieth birthday, a strand of pearls with a diamond-accented, filigreed pendant.

				“Do I look all right?” she asked Brenna.

				Her lady’s maid smiled warmly, crinkling the corners of her kind eyes. “As beautiful as ever, my lady — more than usual, if it’s possible.”

				Naomi smiled wryly. “I doubt very much that my looks are improving. I’m steadily closing in on one-and-twenty.”

				“But still in the first bloom of youth,” Brenna said firmly.

				Naomi nodded. “You’re right, of course.”

				But she wasn’t so sure.

				After two Seasons, Naomi was as unattached as she’d been the day she made her bow. In just a couple days, Monthwaite House would close up, and they’d all retire to the country to Helmsdale until next spring.

				She slipped out of her room and padded downstairs to join Isabelle and Lily in the salon. Along the way, she noticed familiar family portraits and heirloom furnishings — all the features of home. But increasingly, Naomi had begun to feel as though Monthwaite House was not truly her home. This was Marshall’s house, and Isabelle was mistress here. And then there was Marshall’s collection of estates: Helmsdale, the ducal seat, Bensbury, just outside of London, and several more scattered across the country. All Marshall’s. All Isabelle’s.

				Marshall was the very best of brothers and Isabelle was both sister and friend to Naomi. They had never once uttered a syllable to make her feel unwelcome, and Naomi knew she could live with them forever, if she so chose.

				But she did not so choose.

				The time had come for Naomi to have a home of her own, a place where she was mistress, a life to share with a husband and children. She was ready.

				At the moment, however, her marriage prospects were dim. And they would be dimmer yet during the long months when eligible gentlemen guests at Helmsdale would be few and far between. Tonight might be her last chance this year to catch a gentleman’s eye.

				In the salon, a footman wearing the maroon Monthwaite livery was lighting the candles on one lowered chandelier, filling the air with a clean, waxy aroma. The other chandelier was already fully illuminated and in place near the ceiling.

				Isabelle and Lily stood at the far end of the large room, directing two other footmen in setting up chairs for the evening’s auction. Isabelle turned to say something to Lily, giving Naomi a view of her full profile. The pale green silk of her dress hugged her pregnant curves. As Naomi approached, Isabelle’s hand drifted to the side of her belly and rubbed a small circle there, caressing her unborn child.

				A twinge of guilt darted through Naomi. How could she worry about her lack of suitors at a time like this? With less than two months before the arrival of her nephew or niece, Naomi should focus instead on helping Isabelle. What a selfish beast she was, to think about setting up her own house when Isabelle needed her.

				Her sister-in-law glanced her way and smiled at her approach. “What a fetching dress!” Isabelle exclaimed. “Turn around, please.”

				Naomi did so; the gauze overdress swirled around her hips.

				Lily wore a look of frank admiration. “I don’t suppose you’d allow me to put you on the auction block? We would raise a million in one go, and I’d never have to fret about soliciting support again.”

				Naomi rolled her eyes at her friend’s suggestion. “And why not you, Lily? That brown is positively luxurious with your complexion.”

				“I’m afraid poor Ethan couldn’t bear to part with Lily at any price,” Isabelle said, “not even for a cause as worthy as ours.”

				With the chairs arranged in neat rows, the footmen brought in the lots to be auctioned off. The ladies walked to the table where the refreshments would stand and discussed where everything should be placed. When Naomi looked back, she saw the servants were making a muck of arranging the auction items.

				She briskly crossed the room. “No, no,” she said to one of the footmen. “That won’t do at all. You see how this is a lopsided configuration? Bring that easel with the landscape down to this side,” she said, gesturing. “That will give some balance to the grouping.”

				The footman hesitated. “My lady, Her Grace — ”

				“Her Grace told him exactly where to place everything,” Isabelle said, hurrying from the refreshment table. She raised a brow at Naomi before directing the servant to keep the easel right where it was.

				Heat flushed Naomi’s cheeks. “I’m sorry, Isa. I didn’t mean anything by it. I just thought … ”

				Isabelle sighed. “Not at all, dearest. And now that I look, you have the right of it.” She called to the footman, “Put the painting where Lady Naomi says.”

				Isabelle squeezed her hand before rejoining Lily. Naomi smiled, but inside she chilled with humiliation. “It’s not your house,” she whispered softly to herself. Her duty here was to assist, not direct.

				Marshall, Lord Thorburn, and Aunt Janine came in, just ahead of housemaids bearing trays of food. Ethan greeted Lily with an arm around her waist and a brief kiss full on the lips. Naomi averted her eyes, only to see Marshall take Isabelle’s hands in his own and kiss the backs of her fingers.

				Naomi sighed. Would she ever have such a love of her own?

				Aunt Janine pulled Naomi aside. “A little much for public consumption, isn’t it?” she said in a low voice.

				“Oh, I don’t mind, Auntie,” Naomi said. “I think they’re sweet.”

				Aunt Janine shrugged; her overlarge, lavender frock, with no pretension to style, scarcely moved. “Sweet, yes. But for maidens such as ourselves, with delicate sensibilities … ” She interrupted herself with a decidedly indelicate snort, unable to get through the misrepresentation of her own character with a straight face.

				“I don’t think they can help themselves,” Naomi mused. She smiled lightly at her bemused aunt. “Propriety seems not to cross one’s mind when one is possessed of a strong passion.” She quoted a couplet of poetry.

				Aunt Janine’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “I didn’t know you read Marlowe, my girl.”

				“John Donne,” Naomi corrected. Aunt Janine cocked a brow, and Naomi realized she’d stepped into a trap. “That is,” she started, “I might be mistaken. Indeed, I almost certainly am. There was a dusty, old book of poetry I picked up off the floor once, and I just happened — by chance — to see a few lines.”

				Aunt Janine smiled smugly. “I didn’t discover Donne until I was thirty. And even then, I wouldn’t own to having read some of his more shocking verses.” Leaning in, she added in a whisper, “I always knew you had it in you, my dear. Educating yourself is nothing to be ashamed of.”

				Naomi’s lips pressed together. She glanced at the others, who were talking amongst themselves and paying no attention to Naomi and Aunt Janine’s conversation. “I received a proper lady’s education from my governess and tutors,” she hissed. “Beyond that, I have no idea what you — ”

				Isabelle suddenly gasped. Her eyes squeezed shut and her hands covered her abdomen.

				For a moment, everyone froze with shock.

				Marshall moved first; he reflexively wrapped a supporting arm around her waist and took one of her elbows with the other hand. “Isa, what’s wrong?” His dark eyes were wide and his lips white. “It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

				“I’ll go for the midwife,” Ethan offered.

				“That isn’t necessary,” Isabelle said weakly. She opened her eyes and drew a breath. “It was just a pain, but it’s gone now.”

				Marshall’s hand moved to her belly. “Hard as a rock,” he murmured.

				“For God’s sake, get her off her feet!” Naomi snapped. Everyone turned to look at her as though she’d sprouted horns. “Listen to me.”

				She moved to Isabelle’s other side and rubbed her back. Her sister-in-law’s eyes were filled with fear. Naomi tried to convey a sense of calm and reassurance. “It’s probably nothing but the effects of too much activity. You should have a drink and lie on your left side for a while and see if that brings an end to the pains. If it does not, then I’m afraid the midwife will have to be sent for.”

				Lily’s brows furrowed. “Why the left side?”

				Briefly, Naomi considered going to her room to retrieve the French book about pregnancy and birth she’d been secretly studying ever since learning of Isabelle’s condition. “It’s an old wives’ tale,” she said instead, shrugging. “But it’s worth a try.”

				“I’d rather consult the midwife,” Marshall said. “We should cancel the auction.”

				“No.” Isabelle shook her head; the short waves framing her face bobbed. “We promised Lily we’d do this for her school. Please, darling. Let’s try Naomi’s way first. If the contractions continue, we’ll summon the midwife.”

				Marshall cast a disapproving glance at his sister, then scooped Isabelle into his arms and strode from the salon.

				Naomi exhaled a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. She blinked and looked around at the others. Lily tilted her head and studied Naomi as though seeing her in a new light.

				Ethan regarded her with admiration. “Left side, you say? File that tidbit away, princess,” he said to his wife. “Might be useful sooner or later.”

				Naomi felt Aunt Janine’s eyes boring into her back. She did not wish to turn around and face her knowing smirk again. She cleared her throat. “The guests will arrive shortly,” she announced. “Let’s finish preparations.” With a lift of her chin, she turned back to the refreshment table and made minute adjustments to the platters of food.

				Fifteen minutes later, Marshall returned, his posture and demeanor considerably eased. “Isabelle feels much more the thing,” he told the group. “She’s resting comfortably and will join us later if she’s up to it.”

				Lily put a hand to her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank heavens. I couldn’t have gone on with the benefit, knowing Isa was in peril.”

				Marshall surprised Naomi by pulling her into a hug. “Thank you,” he rasped. “If anything happened to her — ”

				“She’ll be fine, Marshall,” she assured him. “Isabelle is a strong woman. She’ll give you a perfect, healthy child when the time is right.”

				He held her back but kept a grasp on her upper arms. A thoughtful look passed across his face. “I don’t know how anyone can stand to have more than one baby. Isabelle might have the fortitude for it, but I don’t know that I do. The nearer her time comes, the more … ” He stopped himself and patted her shoulder. “Well, that’s not for you to worry about.”

				Naomi shook her head. “Now you remember my maidenly innocence?” she teased.

				A footman announced the first guests, Mr. and Mrs. Bachman. Marshall squeezed her hands before going to greet them.

				Soon, a fair crowd mingled and chatted. Lily and Ethan made an elegant-looking pair as they spoke to everyone about King’s Cross Vocational. Naomi was awed by her friend’s massive undertaking — a school to train disadvantaged young women in good-paying trades. The institution was scheduled to open its doors for Michaelmas term on the first of October, a date fast approaching. Ethan matched his wife’s enthusiasm for the institution; between her force and his charm, Naomi did not think anyone could help but be persuaded to contribute to the cause.

				Naomi had spent a great deal of time at the school, helping in whatever small ways she could. Another benefit to her eventual marriage, she thought as she nodded to some new arrivals, was that she could sit on the board for King’s Cross, as Isabelle already did.

				She exchanged a warm greeting with her friend Emily — now Lady Gerard. “How lovely you’re looking, Em.” Naomi admired her friend’s canary dress. Emily raised a hand to touch her auburn hair — and to display the large, yellow-sapphire ring gracing her finger. “Oh, my!” Naomi exclaimed.

				“Do you like it? Charles gave it to me just tonight,” Emily gushed. She glanced to where her husband, Lord Gerard, conversed with Mr. Hayward.

				Naomi watched her friend’s features closely. There was a pride about her that she’d acquired since the June wedding. She was proud of her husband, Naomi saw, proud of the good match she’d made. But she did not love him. Not yet. Naomi hoped her friend’s marriage would become a true love match before long. Lily and Ethan’s marriage had not begun on the warmest terms, after all, but now Naomi could not imagine one without the other coming to mind.

				The sound of laughter drew their attention. It was Isabelle, looking much recovered from her earlier discomfort. She entered the salon on the arm of Lord Freese. Naomi felt a little sigh in her chest at the sight of the inordinately handsome viscount. His tall, broad frame and dark hair and brows should have made him intimidating. The prominent scar on his cheek should have spoiled his looks. But he was saved from ferocity by an easy, jovial nature. Unruly curls lightened the effect of their black hue, and even the scar was turned to an asset, because it lent him an air of experience. Here was a man who had been out and seen the world, fought bravely, and lost blood for his country. The only feature about him Naomi found the slightest unsettling were his eyes, a striking blue, sharply contrasting with his coloration.

				His personable demeanor made him popular with other gentlemen while his looks made him a great favorite of the ladies. Indeed, Naomi considered Lord Freese to be perhaps the most attractive gentleman of her acquaintance — truly attractive, in that he drew females to him like shards of iron to a lodestone. Women could not help but lose their heads over Jordan — and they did so in droves.

				And he’d never looked at her twice.

				Well, she amended mentally, that wasn’t quite true. He had looked at her numerous times — countless, even. But only as the younger sister of his friend. Never as a young woman of marriageable age might wish to be looked upon.

				Which was why Naomi had resisted the urge to lose her own head over the man. When a god descended from on high to mingle amongst mortals, one was wise to keep one’s distance. She contented herself in enjoying the view from afar and relishing the brief exchanges they shared when he visited Marshall. Their one dance at her debut ball was a highlight of her first Season. But she knew Jordan was not interested in making a match with someone as ordinary as Naomi. No, her own husband would be a man more of this sphere than the Adonis-like Lord Freese.

				“Now, there’s a gentleman who could pay me court anytime,” Emily said in a low, lusty tone.

				Naomi’s eyes widened at her friend’s statement. Her eyes cut to Lord Gerard. “Em, you’ve not been married two months!” she whispered.

				Emily crossed her arms and clucked her tongue. “Oh, Naomi, you’re still such a girl. You’ll understand one day.” Her lips turned up in a smile that held a hint of meanness. “Or not. I’m sure your marriage will be perfection, just like everything else you touch.” Emily sauntered off to join her husband and the other gentlemen.

				Naomi blinked, stung by her friend’s lowering words. She glanced back to where Jordan had been, just in time to see him depart. The well-lit room seemed dimmer somehow. Why was he leaving so soon? Her mood sank, but when Sir Simeon greeted her, she gave him her most dazzling smile. Tonight, she had to help Isabelle and Lily. There was no time for sulking.

				After a while, Naomi was able to discount Emily’s hurtful words and enjoy herself. She probably didn’t mean anything by it at all, she reasoned. Naomi was in an odd mood and had probably misinterpreted Em’s comment.

				As she chatted with the Holliers and the Bachmans, Naomi’s neck prickled as though someone was watching her. She shrugged it off as another symptom of her own aberrant frame of mind and concentrated all the harder on her brother’s guests. The sensation persisted, however.

				Even as Mr. Gladstone paid her copious compliments on her appearance, she could no longer ignore the feeling of being watched. Naomi glanced over her shoulder. Lord Freese had returned, she saw, but he was not looking at her, of course. He stood talking to Marshall, with Isabelle, Lily, and Ethan all looking on.

				With a start, she realized the sensation had gone away. It was just a fancy, she told herself. “Mr. Gladstone,” she said at a pause in the man’s profuse praises of the faux blossom adorning her hair, “do you have the time?”

				The gentleman fished a gold watch from a pocket. “It’s ten minutes before eight o’clock, my lady.”

				“The auction will begin at the hour,” Naomi said. “If you’ll please excuse me, I must see to rounding up the guests who have stepped out for air.”

				Just outside the salon, she bumped into the Holliers. “My lord, my lady, the auction will commence momentarily, if you’d like to go ahead and take seats.”

				“Thank you, m’dear.” Lord Hollier patted his wife’s hand, tucked into the crook of his arm. “We shall do so. I saw a group of young people go toward the library.” He pointed an unsteady finger down the hallway.

				Naomi thanked him before searching for the others. The library door stood open and she heard Emily’s laughter. Smiling, Naomi started forward, but the sound of her own name halted her before she appeared in the doorway.

				“Be kind, Charles!” Emily admonished her husband. “Naomi may not know how to encourage a gentleman’s attentions. Why, just tonight she was shocked to her toes by some mild comment I made.”

				“To the contrary, my dear,” Lord Gerard said, “she toys with men quite ruthlessly. Gets their notice with that pretty face, let’s ‘em put a foot in, then slams the door on their toes. I tell you, they aren’t calling her the Snow Angel at the clubs for nothing.”

				Naomi’s jaw dropped and she covered her mouth to keep from making a sound. The Snow Angel?

				“She could have been married a year and more by now if she’d wanted to be,” Emily said.

				“She has it all, by gad,” said a man whose voice Naomi did not know. “I suppose she can afford to be choosy.”

				“Yes, but will anyone still come calling?” Emily mused. “If she’s as cold hearted as you say, who would have her?”

				Tears pricked the backs of Naomi’s eyes. “Oh, Emily,” she whispered. How could her friend believe her to be a heartless tease? It wasn’t Naomi’s fault she’d had to discourage gentlemen from courting her. Her brothers had each forbidden her from making a match the last two Seasons. The year of her debut, Marshall had insisted she was too young to make such a decision. This year, Marshall had been in South America during the Season, and Grant had refused to take responsibility for allowing a betrothal. Naomi thought she was doing gentlemen a kindness by gently turning them away, rather than stringing them along.

				“I would have her,” said a voice she recognized as Mr. Hayward’s. A man’s steps paced the floor. “Indeed, were it not for the fact that Lady Naomi has rebuffed the attentions of all comers,” Hayward continued, “I would have paid my addresses long since. She is, by far, the loveliest lady in Town, and in possession of both wealth and connections. Lucky will be the gentleman who wins her hand.”

				Naomi’s heart lurched, grateful for Mr. Hayward’s unexpected friendship. He alone spoke up for her, while the others dragged her name through the gutter.

OEBPS/images/logo_Crimson.gif





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CRIMSONG@ ROMANCE

T

m%"%mz‘






