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“Do you somehow imagine, Cecilia, that I have been suffering from unrequited love these last six years?”


Delacourt threw back his head and forced himself to laugh. “Unrequited lust, perhaps.”


Suddenly, their gazes locked. He stepped nearer, studying her. And then, hidden deeply in her wide blue eyes, he saw it. Anger, yes. And loathing. But there was something else. Desire. The merest hint. But Delacourt was a master of seduction. He could sense its keen edge tormenting her. Delacourt slipped his finger beneath her chin, tilting up her face. One red-gold curl brushed the back of his wrist, like silken fire. Her breath had sped up to short, desperate pants. She was afraid. And enthralled.


Good God, he wanted her.


And she wanted him.


He was not perfectly sure which truth frightened him more.
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To my three sisters,
who looketh well to the ways
of their households,
and eateth not the bread of idleness.




Open thy mouth, judge righteously,
and plead the cause of the poor and needy.
Who can find a virtuous woman?
for her price is far above rubies.
The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her,
so that he shall have no need of spoil.
She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life.


—Proverbs 31:9–12




[image: image]





PROLOGUE
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Who can find a virtuous woman?


June 1818


Lord Delacourt thought he’d finally found her. God’s most perfect creation. And she had breasts like plump summer peaches. Bathed in gold and brushed with pink by a shaft of late-day sun which streamed almost celestially through the open barn loft, her high, perfectly sculpted orbs bounced and glimmered as she moved, tempting a man’s mouth to unrepentant sin.


As he leaned precariously forward to better peer over the door, the peaches bounced yet again, and Delacourt found himself unexpectedly eager to be led astray. Rather shocking, that—both his lust and old Wally Waldron’s taste in women.


Initially, he’d not been at all sure that he wanted to take a tumble inside a dusty horse stall with a local strumpet, especially not one of another man’s choosing. The jaded and discriminating viscount preferred a different sort of woman altogether, one who took no one’s shilling but his and slaked no one’s need but his.


Nonetheless, this woman—with her bare breasts and her pile of flame-gold hair—was far too fine to leave unattended. And until now, it had been a dull day at Newmarket. The first four races had been both uneventful and unprofitable. Then in the fifth, Sands’ Setting Star had come in first with twelve-to-one odds while David’s horse had brought up the rear, draining his carefully allotted racing purse along with their last bottle of decent brandy.


But Waldron had watched Setting Star fly over the finish line with a frustrated devilment in his eye. His lips had quirked into a wry grin, and at once he’d turned to Delacourt to extend his generous offer. He had a luscious little armful cooling her heels in the stables, he’d glibly explained, but Waldron had decided Lady Luck was too hot to abandon.


Bored and bad-tempered, the viscount had decided to take a peek. “Just remember, old boy,” Waldron had cautioned with a knowing wink. “She’s a rowdy piece! A pretty cat with pretty claws likes a little tussle.”


“Ah, like that, is it?” Delacourt had responded, but with little concern. He had yet to meet the kitten that wouldn’t purr for him.


Still, this one did look like a handful—and in more ways than one. Balanced precariously atop an upturned feedbox, the viscount watched in fascination as the woman slithered back into her cotton shift with a motion so sinuous it sobered him. When she jiggled her peaches into place and reached for her stockings, his mouth went dry, his breath caught, and the roar of the Newmarket racetrack faded into sensual oblivion.


Oh, yes. Delacourt would gladly take Waldron’s place with this little fille de joie. Then, suddenly, insight dawned. “Peaches” was putting her clothes back on! And he was late. Before he could reconsider, Delacourt was off the feedbox and through the door, sliding it shut behind him.


At once, a mop of red-gold curls jerked up and a pair of stockings went gliding to the floor. One hand flew to her mouth as if she’d not expected anyone. Deep blue eyes popped wide as saucers. And in confusion, Delacourt yanked her against his chest and pressed his lips fervently to her ear.


“Hush, sweet!” he coaxed. “Wally sends his regrets. But I’ll gladly ease your disappointment.”


But the pretty thing seemed to have her heart set on Waldron. She pressed the heels of her hands into Delacourt’s shoulders and shoved him back. “Who are you?” she hissed. “Get out! Are you mad?”


But even half drunk, Delacourt had already seen that she was a sterling example of feminine pulchritude. “Oh, come now,” he coaxed, easing one hand down to cup her lusciously round bottom. “I’ll pleasure you far better than old Wally—and pay twice as well.” He yanked her hips into his, thrust one knee between her unsteady legs, and gently urged her backward.


With a gasp, Peaches jerked, stumbling back against the wall. Eyes widening further, she opened her mouth and drew breath as if to scream.


Vaguely alarmed, Delacourt clapped one hand over her lips. Something seemed amiss. But the blood was already rushing from his head to his loins. Her eyes were wide and lovely. Her scent was entrancing. All rational thought was fleeing. And before he could gather his wits, Delacourt shifted clumsily, catching his boot in her hems.


Together, they went sprawling into the hay. Delacourt fell half on top. Her shift ripped open with an awful sound. Still writhing like a wildcat, she sucked in a second breath. Delacourt’s lust fought his confusion.


“For pity’s sake, Peaches!” he whispered, suddenly desperate to have her. “I’ll pay twice your price.” By way of persuasion, he slid what he hoped was a soothing hand down her leg while starting to un-clamp her mouth.


In response, the redhead clamped down and bit him. Hard. Then her claws raked down his neck.


The pain was wildly arousing. Delacourt jerked his hand away and felt his gaze heat as it swept over her. “So that’s how it’s to be?” he whispered silkily, marveling at staid old Wally’s taste in women. Rowdy piece, indeed!


Beneath him, Peaches shifted as Delacourt’s mouth sought and captured hers. For a moment, her motions stilled. Fleetingly, she responded, her mouth almost parting beneath his, her hips arching delicately against him.


Well! It seemed Waldron was on to something. Persuasion was bloody exhilarating! He kissed her hard, surging inside her mouth with wild abandon. At once, Peaches moaned sweetly. And then she kissed him back. Unmistakably. With a deep shudder of pleasure, she lightly touched her tongue to his, and her hands slid from his shoulders, down his arms, and almost around his waist. Her right leg began to slide enticingly up his own.


And in the next instant, she regained herself. Up jerked her left knee, with every intention of unmanning him.


She missed. But it was ever so close.


Suddenly, a grave misgiving seized him. Then Peaches seized a fistful of his hair. It was altogether too much seizing for Delacourt. He had to get out. Enough was enough.


But before he could flee, the chit yanked at his scalp for all she was worth, then drove a solid fist into the side of his ribcage. Bloody hell! Delacourt was beginning to doubt there was enough liquor in all of England to give him the ballocks to bed this red-haired hellion. Devil fly away with Wally. And his rowdy piece. “Point taken, madam,” he growled, bracing his weight to lift himself off her.


But just then, hinges squalled alarmingly. Delacourt’s head jerked toward the door. The woman went limp, as if relieved, and at once, a small, sickly looking fellow clad only in his small-clothes jerked open the lower door and darted into the stall.


Abruptly, he jerked to a halt. “Gor blimey, m’lady!” he gasped, whirling about to avert his eyes.


Gracelessly, Delacourt staggered to his feet, only to find himself staring at a second man. A young gentleman whose name completely escaped him. But through the haze of thwarted lust, he realized something had gone horribly awry. The wrong stall, perhaps? The wrong woman, certainly.


“Oh, Jed!” cried the girl in a rich, throaty voice. “And Harry! Oh, thank God!” She scrambled up from the floor, her torn shift clutched awkwardly in one fist.


Harry? Yes, that was the name! Young Harold Markham-Somebody. Impoverished Earl of . . . Something. Manfully, Delacourt shook himself off and extended a hand.


But no one moved to take it. Harold Markham-Whoever just stood there blinking in stupefaction.


“Beg pardon, Harry!” Delacourt muttered sheepishly. “Thought the girl was Waldron’s. Damned ill-mannered of me, to be sure.”


To his shock, however, the woman collapsed back against the stall, arms crossed over her chest in a pathetically protective gesture. And then, she exhaled deeply, a ragged, tremulous sigh which racked her delicate ribs, shook her narrow shoulders, and sounded as if it had been wrenched from her soul.


Unease pierced him. Oh, God. Oh, God, no. Don’t let her cry.


He felt panic begin to churn. His hands began to tremble. What was wrong? What in God’s name had he done?


Delacourt felt suddenly sick. Worse than sick. It was as if his life had come full circle. For the briefest of moments, the flame-haired girl was another young woman altogether. In another dark and lonely place. Another time. Frightened. Violated.


Delacourt clutched his stomach.


Good Lord, he was going to disgrace himself. Right here in the middle of a Newmarket box stall. He fought for control, willing a day’s worth of drink and dissolution to settle back into the pit of his belly. And then, slowly, he lifted his eyes to stare at the girl, who was still shaking against the wall.


She was so beautiful. And for the briefest of moments, she looked so alone, so desperately in need of protection. And without his understanding how or why, Delacourt felt all his hidden rage, his carefully crafted arrogance, and a decade’s worth of bitterness surge, and then drain away, as if it were his very blood being spilt upon the stable floor.


On a rare rush of compassion, he turned to gather the young woman into his arms, frantically wanting—no, needing—to pull her against his chest.


Then he froze.


No. Innocent or not, she clearly belonged to Harry. Still, the chit hadn’t bolted for Harry’s arms as one would have expected. Instead, she merely stiffened her spine, came away from the wall, and bent down to snatch up her stockings.


She looked fine now. Angry. But perfectly fine. Whatever he thought he’d seen had been but a figment of his imagination.


The viscount struggled to regain his composure and his devil-may-care expression. “Well,” he lightly interjected. “No harm done, it seems. I’ll just get out of your way.”


At last, Harry’s mouth dropped gracelessly open. “Ahh, L-l-lord Delacourt?” he finally managed to wheeze. “B-b-before you go—I daresay I’m supposed to ask—why were you forcing yourself on m’sister?”


The Reverend Mr. Cole Amherst was enjoying an afternoon of divine intervention inside his lady wife when the butler knocked upon his dressing-room door to announce that Lord Delacourt, his rakehell of a brother-in-law, had come a-visiting again.


With a long-suffering sigh and a few finely calculated motions, her ladyship discreetly finished what she’d started, then retied her husband’s cravat, patted him on the rump, and sent him off to see what new misfortune had occasioned this particular visit.


Never a paragon of patience, Jonet, Lady Kildermore, lingered for a few more minutes, willing her notorious temper under control. Of late, she had been a bit out of charity with her brother. And sadly, David was really just her half-brother—and a secret, illegitimate brother at that, if one wished to be strictly technical.


But Jonet did not wish to be technical. She loved David dearly, and kept his secrets willingly. But heaven above! His temper and his timing were dreadful. And now he was back at Elmwood to beleaguer her again.


And yet, David had not asked for her, had he? He had asked for Cole. How very strange! Her husband and her brother took great pleasure in pretending not to like one another. Or perhaps it was better said that they enjoyed tormenting one another. And in truth, never were two men more different.


So what on earth could her brother want with Cole? It was now almost dark, and David was to have spent the week at Newmarket. And yet, here he was in the middle of Cambridgeshire, almost thirty miles away!


Suddenly, her brother’s angry voice boomed up the stairs and down the corridor. Curiosity got the better of Jonet, as it always did. Stabbing one last pin into her hair, then smoothing a hand over her slight belly, she turned from the pier glass and bolted downstairs at a pace which was most inappropriate for a lady in her delicate condition.


The actual tenor of the argument was made plain before she had hit the first-floor landing.


“And I say she damned well will wed me!” Jonet heard her brother bellow from behind the drawing-room door. “And I want you, Amherst, to send to the archbishop right this instant! Use your influence, man! Fetch me a bloody special license! And fetch it now!”


Jonet heard the high, feminine shriek which followed. “Good God, you really are mad!” the unknown woman yelled. “Not just an ordinary rapist—a deranged rapist! A drunken and deranged rapist! And you may well fetch yourself a dozen such licenses—be they special or regular or tattooed upon your back-side—but I’ll die a dried-up old spinster before I’ll take a lunatic to my bed!”


Over the din, Jonet could hear her husband murmuring, his gentle voice grappling for control.


But David was having none of it. “Yes, I’ll grant you I may well be mad—after all, I’ve just spent three hours trapped in a barouche with a mean-mouthed, red-haired shrew!” he boomed.


“Oh! Oh—!” she screeched. “And just whose fault was that?”


At that moment, Mrs. Birtwhistle poked her head through the kitchen door. Cook stood right behind, peering over the diminutive housekeeper’s head. With a withering glance at them, Jonet strode across the hall and through the drawing-room door.


“My!” she said brightly, pushing it shut again. “This sounds like a most stimulating debate! Certainly all of the servants find it so.”


Three sets of wide eyes swiveled toward the door to stare at her. Her husband’s face had gone utterly pale. Her brother’s gaze burned with a hard, bitter mockery. But it was the delicate, flame-haired woman who ultimately caught Jonet’s attention. And her sympathy.


The girl—for she was really little more than that—stood rigidly by the hearth in a shabby pelisse and a blue gros de Naples carriage dress which had obviously seen better days. But atop her head sat a rakish little bonnet, and upon her tear-stained face was a look of grim, implacable resolve.


Jonet’s husband turned to look at her. “My dear, you will take Lord Delacourt into my library, if you please. Ring for coffee. Heaven knows he needs it.”


“I damned well do not!” insisted David, his voice hoarse and more strained than ever she had heard it.


“Coffee, of course,” answered Jonet smoothly. “But pray introduce our guest.”


“Good heavens, where are my manners!” Cole ran a hand wearily through his hair. “Lady Cecilia, this is my wife, Jonet Amherst, Lady Kildermore. My dear, this is Lady Cecilia Markham-Sands.”


“Soon to be Lady Delacourt!” growled David.


Tossing a disparaging glance at David, Lady Cecilia turned and made Jonet a very pretty curtsy. Despite her shabby clothing, the girl seemed a well-bred little thing. Well! There was quite a story here, Jonet did not doubt. But it would keep. Laying one hand upon the doorknob, Jonet turned to her brother and extended the other. “David?”


“No!” Her brother’s scowl deepened, and he crossed his arms over his chest stubbornly. “I shan’t leave this room, do you hear? I have been accused, abused, and, I do not doubt, well nigh swindled. But I am nonetheless here to see this dreadful mistake rectified.”


“A mistake—?” Lady Cecilia Markham-Sands set one hand on her hip and glared at him. “Your mistake was made when you forced your attentions on me! I’m not some spineless idiot to be debauched at your whim!”


With a glittering challenge in his eye, David lifted his chin. “You seemed willing to be debauched for a moment there, Cecilia. You kissed me back. Rather passionately, too. Indeed, I think you wanted me.”


Cecilia stamped her foot. “Your reputation precedes you, sir! I could never want a man of your ilk!”


“Apparently, my ilk wasn’t so readily apparent when your tongue was in my mouth,” snarled David.


“You wretch!” She jerked as if she might leap at him and claw out his eyes, but Cole laid a gentle hand upon her arm.


David drew back a pace and turned a desperate face toward Cole. “You see! She’s a madwoman! A shrew! And I shan’t leave merely to permit her”—he jerked his head disdainfully in the girl’s direction—“to further impugn my honor.”


Arms going rigid at his side, Cole’s hands balled into eager, un-Christian fists. “Oh, for pity’s sake, David! Your own admissions have impugned your character a vast deal too much for my taste! Now, you will go with Jonet, or you and I shall set about something far more bruising than our usual silly squabbles.”


A ghost of some painful emotion passed over David’s face. Abruptly, his stance shifted. His arms fell, and to Cole’s surprise, he strode through the room, past his sister, and into the hall.


Cole listened as the door softly closed behind them. Muttering a low, uncharacteristic curse beneath his breath, he crossed to a small table beneath the double windows and unsteadily sloshed out two glasses of wine.


He returned to the girl, pressing one of them into her hand. “My dear child,” he said softly. “I think you must drink this. Or if you will have it, I’ll pour you a tot of brandy.”


The girl drew herself up regally. “Thank you,” she said very stiffly. “But I shan’t require any spirits.”


Cole said no more but merely gestured toward a chair. Reluctantly, the girl took it, neatly folding her skirts about her knees with one hand. Cole put down his glass and went to the fireplace. Drawing out the poker, he jabbed it viciously into the coals and stirred.


Damn David to hell and back!


No, no! Assuredly, he did not mean that. But David! Oh, the man had a way of stirring up the very worst sort of trouble. And this time, Cole very much feared his brother-in-law had stirred up something which could not now be set to rights.


Lady Cecilia Markham-Sands was unknown to him. But then, much of England’s nobility and gentry was unknown to him. Cole simply did not care to trouble his mind with remembering the finer points of something so unimportant. He was a scholar, and a simple man of God, and so he confined himself to the things he understood.


But this! Even Cole could see that this was a scandal which would set all the ton on its ear, were it to become known. And at this point, all he could pray for was that he might somehow mitigate the damage.


Abruptly, he shoved the poker back into its stand with a harsh ringing sound and turned to take the seat opposite Lady Cecilia. “You know, do you not,” he softly began, “that Lord Delacourt is a particular friend of mine, all appearances to the contrary?”


“So he has said,” replied the lady with a sniff.


Slowly, Cole extended his hand. “But I am foremost a clergyman, and so you may be sure that I will do all within my power to help you—if you can bring yourself to trust me?”


Lady Cecilia looked at the proffered hand suspiciously, and then, with a second little snuffle, she slid her small, cold fingers into it.


Cole was vaguely alarmed. Despite the warm spring air, the girl was frozen. In shock, no doubt. He’d struck a tinder to the fire as soon as he’d seen her, pale, trembling, and looking so desperately alone in the middle of his drawing room. But it had done little to warm her.


Gently, he squeezed her fingers. “My dear, you must tell me—who is responsible for you?”


The girl’s deep blue eyes flared, wide and angry. “When last I checked, sir, I was responsible for myself.”


Inwardly, Cole smiled. “What I mean, Lady Cecilia, is have you a family? A father?”


Lady Cecilia’s eyes narrowed knowingly. “A man to look after me? Is that what you mean?” She gave a ladylike snort of disgust. “The answer is no. My father has been dead these twelve months past. I have only my elder brother, Harry, Lord Sands. But I am more apt to be looking after him, than he me.”


Cole felt a wave of relief. Good. At least there was someone. “Then I daresay we ought to fetch him, ma’am,” said Cole calmly. “This is, you know, a very serious business.”


“A very serious business?” echoed Lady Cecilia tremulously, jerking her hand from Cole’s. “You hardly need tell me that, sir! I was present when your friend Lord Delacourt so ruthlessly assaulted my—my person! And my brother is well aware of it, you may be sure. It was he who permitted me to be carted away from Newmarket in such a high-handed fashion.”


Cole let his shoulders sag. Pensively, he rubbed his finger up and down the side of his nose. This was very bad indeed. “But why, ma’am, would your brother allow such a thing?”


Lady Cecilia bristled. “Perhaps because he is a spineless idiot—?” she retorted. Then she, too, let her shoulders sag. “No, forgive me,” she said softly, pressing her fingertips to her temple as if her head ached. “That really is not true. It was just that Harry had no notion what ought to be done.”


“What ought to be done?”


“Well, it isn’t every day a young man sees his sister being pawed by a drunken and notoriously dissolute lord. And when Delacourt exploded, and accused Harry of attempting to ensnare him—”


“Ensnare him?” interjected Cole sharply. “Whatever do you mean?”


Lady Cecilia lifted her chin haughtily. “It would seem your friend Delacourt thinks himself worthy of being trapped into marriage by a pair of near penniless orphans. For my part, I have never been so insulted.” She waved a hand wildly about the room. “Indeed, there I was, simply enjoying a day at the track with my brother, when I was viciously and relentlessly assaulted by a man I have scarce heard tell of.”


Cole took a long, slow sip of his sherry, steeling himself for a difficult question. “You must forgive me, ma’am,” he finally said, “but I feel compelled to ask—just what were you doing in the Newmarket stables? And in a state of . . . what I understand to have been . . .” He strove to look very grave. “Well, suffice it to say that the track stables are no place for a young lady in any state of dress.”


Lady Cecilia looked momentarily contrite. “Oh, it was Harry, you see. The debts. Our estate.” Her huge blue eyes fluttered up at Cole, but he did not understand. So he kept staring at her rather pointedly, forcing her to continue. He was afraid he had to get at the truth, even at the cost of a few tears.


Lady Cecilia sighed and began again. “I mean to say, Mr. Amherst, that my brother is very young. And possessed of the worst sort of luck, too—not that it’s his fault!” She shook her head full of burnished curls emphatically. “Indeed, it runs in our family. And of course, both Harry and I are underage, as it happens.”


“Both underage?” Worse and worse, thought Cole.


“Yes, I fear so. For I am just turned eighteen, and my brother not quite twenty-one. And our trustee—our Uncle Reggie—is very hard on Harry. Often justifiably, to be sure. But this time, it was a game of hazard with that horrid Mr. Waldron. Harry was quite sick with desperation. And so, I did the only thing I knew to do, the only thing I thought might make some money—”


Cole gave a horrified gasp. “Oh, my dear!”


Suddenly, Lady Cecilia laughed, a rich, gorgeous, bubbly sound. “Oh, heavens no, Mr. Amherst! It was our horse! Sands’ Setting Star—a sure-fire winner in the fifth.” She leaned intently forward in her chair. “Papa bred her himself, at Holly Hill—that’s our estate near Upper Brayfield—and she’s the only stroke of good fortune my father ever had. She runs like a bolt of lightning, and the winnings would have cleared all Harry’s gaming losses and kept that awful Mr. Waldron from calling upon Uncle Reggie, as he had threatened to do.”


Cole leaned incrementally nearer, resting his elbows on his knees. “I confess, Lady Cecilia, you have captured the whole of my attention. Pray continue.”


The girl began to pick nervously at the skirts of her carriage dress. “Well, sir, you see, it was like this. Poor Jed—that’s Papa’s jockey—ate a sliver of smoked mackerel at a very disreputable-looking inn at Bottisham last night.”


“In Bottisham—?” Cole encouraged.


“Yes, you see, the outlying villages are considerably cheaper, if one wants a room or a meal. Anyway, I told Jed to have the mutton pie, as Harry and I did. But he eats like a bird before a race, and—”


Cole cleared his throat sharply. It was dreadfully clear where this was going. “And so your jockey was taken ill, was he not? And when your brother could not find another, he came to you? And because you are very short . . .” Cole let his words trail away.


Lady Cecilia lowered her eyes in embarrassment. “Yes—but I’m a bruising rider, sir. Indeed, we’re a little short of staff at Holly Hill just now, so I work with Jed. He says my touch is almost as good as his, and we are nearly of a size.” Suddenly, she jerked her head up again, tossing the flame-gold curls back off her face, her eyes at last brightening. “And I won, too! No one even noticed that it was not Jed who crossed the finish line.”


Doubtingly, Cole let his eyes drift over her milky skin and distinctive hair. One little curl exposed, and a discerning eye would have known. “My dear child—are you sure?”


“Yes.” She paused, her dark, angular brows abruptly drawing together. “At least, I hope they did not. I daresay I could be disqualified. And I should hate above all things for Harry to be unable to collect his vowels, after all the trouble I’ve been put to.”


After all the trouble she’d been put to—? Cole wanted to rail at her until the rafters rattled. She had been compromised! Probably ruined! And still, it seemed she was more concerned for her brother than for herself.


Ruthlessly, Cole tamped down his frustration. “Your concern for your brother is admirable, ma’am, but I believe we have a more pressing concern. You have been compromised, and Lord Delacourt has offered to make things right. He wishes to marry you. Indeed, he seems rather intent upon it.”


When she drew breath to argue, he held up a staying hand. “Please, hear me out. Delacourt shall soon realize—indeed, I daresay he already does—that there was no . . . no ensnarement at all. In his heart, he is a good man. As a member of the clergy, I feel morally bound to suggest you set aside your distress and accept his offer.”


Resolutely, she shook her head. “No, Mr. Amherst, I will not. And as to being compromised, I was not precisely . . . that is to say, not completely . . .”


Discreetly, Cole gave a little cough. He understood, but he was deeply uncomfortable. “Lady Cecilia, I must ask, did you really . . . that is to say, when Lord Delacourt kissed you, were you at all . . . I mean, David is generally thought a very striking man, and if you found him in any way . . .” At last, Cole surrendered, unable to get the question out.


It hardly mattered. Lady Cecilia’s face was flaming with humiliation. “Very striking, indeed,” she bitterly admitted. “But his faults are legendary. As to mine, I should rather we not speak of them. I shan’t wed Lord Delacourt. Can we not leave it at that? Please?”


Slowly, Cole nodded. And in truth, he was almost glad she had refused to marry. Despite David’s rather shocking alacrity to wed this poor child, Cole was not at all sure that Jonet’s brother would make any woman a good husband, let alone under these circumstances.


But one thing was all too clear. Could they but see past their righteous indignation, these two were at least a little attracted to each other. And perhaps it was something more. Or something worse. A strange, obsessive light had burned in David’s eyes. Moreover, Lady Cecilia was as angry with herself as she was with David, though she was probably too inexperienced to understand why.


Cole wondered what to make of it all. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps, as she said, this was simply a matter best not pursued. He put his glass aside and pensively steepled his fingers. “Very well, ma’am, I must bow to your wishes. But you must understand, when rumor of this debacle leaks out, you will have been compromised, regardless of how you see it.”


Again, Lady Cecilia shook her head, even more vigorously. “No one shall hear of it! Harry certainly shan’t say a word, and I would trust Jed with my very life. Moreover, if Delacourt is the gentleman you seem to think him, then he certainly will keep quiet, too, will he not?” Her eyes full of questions, she lifted her gaze to his.


“I can personally guarantee that not one word will ever pass his lips,” said Cole grimly. “But are you sure, ma’am? Are you perfectly sure that you were seen by no one else?”


Lady Cecilia looked away, catching her bottom lip between her teeth. “Well, no doubt I was observed leaving with Lord Delacourt in his barouche,” she finally answered. “But is that so very bad, do you think? After all, it was broad daylight, and we were alone for just a few hours.”


For long, uncertain moments, Cole tapped one finger against the bowl of his wine glass. Perhaps, had they taken but a short journey through her home village, under the auspices of her parents . . . Yes, perhaps then she might have a point. But they had not been with her parents. She was an orphan. And her brother apparently hadn’t sense enough to come along.


Finally, Cole spoke. “Perhaps there is a way to mitigate the risk. Tomorrow, David will announce your engagement.” At her squawk of outrage, he held up one hand. “No, no, dear girl! Do let me finish. My wife will say that you are a particular friend of hers—and by the end of the day, you no doubt will be. Moreover, if your father was a gamester—” Cole looked at her for confirmation.


Grimly, Lady Cecilia nodded, still biting hard at her lip.


“Then undoubtedly my wife’s late husband knew him well. It will surprise no one to learn that the two of you are acquainted. With a few careful hints on Jonet’s part, the gossips will assume that you and David met here at Elmwood as our guests and fell at once in love.”


Lady Cecilia looked doubtful. “Really, Mr. Amherst—!”


Cole cut her off. “But of course, David being David, you will soon see the error of your ways and give him the jilting he so richly deserves. And since society loves to cast Lord Delacourt in the role of scorned suitor, the gossips will seize upon it with relish.”


Carefully, he studied Lady Cecilia’s expression. “Will that do, ma’am, do you think?” he asked softly.


Slowly, the girl nodded, but she did not look at all pleased. In truth, for all her brave words, she still looked terrified. And dreadfully alone.


Inwardly, Cole sighed. It was the best of a bad bargain. Abruptly, he stood and extended her his hand. “Then come, my dear. Let us go find David and Jonet. We have a betrothal to announce.”
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The incorrigible Henrietta Healy


February 1824


The Countess of Walrafen—who in a long-ago life had been known as Cecilia Markham-Sands—was newly possessed of a most fashionable villa in Park Crescent. Mr. Nash’s latest spurt of architectural genius boasted every modern convenience, including flushing lavatories, an elegantly stuccoed façade, and pale yellow paint so sumptuously applied it looked like butter running down the walls.


There was nothing of the old or the venerated about Park Crescent, though the earldom of Walrafen was both. In fact, to her ladyship’s way of thinking, the Walrafen title was so old and stuffy it was well nigh to moldering. She could smell the musty self-righteousness drifting all the way across Marylebone.


The official London address of the earldom was situated deep in the heart of Mayfair, in an imposing brick town house in Hill Street, from which her ladyship had taken her congé as soon as her elderly husband had breathed his last at the ripe old age of seven-and-fifty. Her stepson Giles, two years her senior, lived there alone now and was very welcome to do so.


For her part, the Countess of Walrafen was the unpretentious descendant of a title even older than that of her late husband, a fact which had always needled him a bit, and for no good reason that her ladyship could see. What good was a coronet, she often asked herself, when the generations of Markham-Sands men had been—and still were—such a luckless and clueless lot?


Indeed, the first Earl of Sands had been ennobled by old William the Red himself. In a reign pock-marked by avariciousness, arrogance, and atheism, the Sands family had been one of the few Saxon dynasties that had not only survived but also prospered in the Norman yoke.


And that circumstance had, so far as Lady Walrafen could determine, been the last bit of fortuity to befall her ancestors. After the War of the Roses, most of their land had been seized. During the Dissolution, they had been faithful papists, and following the rise of Bloody Mary, they had somehow become staunch Protestants. Sometime in the seventeenth century, they had spread their ill luck to the moneyed Markham family, by means of a financially motivated marriage.


And following that, the succeeding noblemen of the Markham-Sands dynasty had managed to situate themselves on the wrong side of every political conflict, civil disturbance, cockfight, dog scrap, horse race, and bear baiting which came their way, all of it culminating with the Divine Right of Kings debacle, which they had assiduously supported, and the Restoration, which they had not.


Cecilia sighed aloud. She had never understood that bit of perversity.


All she had understood, and from a very young age, was that it fell to her to look out for both herself and her misbegotten elder brother, the current Earl of Sands. Until her sister-in-law Julia had joined their household and taken that little job off her hands. Cecilia still wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but at least Julia’s subtle pressure had propelled her out of the family brick pile and into a wedding dress.


At that recollection, Cecilia sighed and leaned a little closer to her dressing mirror. Oh, was that a wrinkle at the corner of her right eye? Indeed it was. And was that another on the left? Well. At least her life held some consistency. At least her wrinkles matched.


She took up her hairbrush, then thumped it back down again, staring pensively across the dressing table full of bottles and vials. Cecilia simply could not escape the dreadful feeling that her life had ended even before it had begun. The first anniversary of her husband’s death was now six months gone. Yet here she was, at the grand old age of four-and-twenty, unable to shake the sensation of being in deep mourning. And why? Had she loved him?


No, not as a husband.


Did she miss him?


No, not greatly, but—


Suddenly, a piercing shriek rang out from her dressing room. Etta!


Cecilia let her face fall forward into her hands. Lord, what had the girl done now?


At that moment, Etta emerged from the dressing room holding a length of emerald green sarcenet before her face, peering straight through the big brown hole in the middle of it. Even through the hole, Lady Walrafen could see that tears were already rolling down Etta’s narrow face.


“Oh lor, Lady Walrafen!” the maid squalled, rolling her damp eyes dramatically. “Look ’ere what I’ve done! Yer ortter ’ave me whipped, and that’s a fact. Yer ortter ’ave me skinned, that’s what—then ship me right back to the King’s Arms t’make a livin’ on me tail.”


Cecilia managed a smile. “It’s perfectly all right, Etta. I shall wear the blue silk.”


But as usual, the maid did not listen. “I just put the iron down for the veriest wee second, and now look!” Etta shook the scorched sarcenet for emphasis. “Look! And what you’d be wantin’ with a dresser the likes of me, mum, is more’n I’ll ever know. I’m too witless to iron a little bit of fluff like this—” Again, she rolled her watery eyes and shook the ruined shawl. “And I reckon I’m not apt to learn, neither.”


At that, Cecilia rose from her stool and snatched the green sarcenet from her maid’s hands. “Now, just hush, Etta!” she commanded with an impatient stamp of her foot. “I’ll not have such talk, do you hear? It’s a silk shawl, for pity’s sake! I’ve a dozen just like it. Now, stop crying and stand up straight! Who will believe in you, if you don’t believe in yourself?”


“Oh, very well!” Etta gave a last dramatic sniff. “I’ll fetch the blue. But I’m telling you straight out now, it don’t look near so good as this green. And I mean for you to look your best when you go to that Mrs. Rowland’s sore-ay tonight, since you know bloody well—”


“Perfectly well,” corrected her ladyship gently.


“Perfectly well,” echoed Etta without missing a beat, “that old high-in-the-instep Giles’ll be watchin’ your every twitch.”


Cecilia watched as Etta, still chattering, hastened into the dressing room, pitched the ruined shawl into one corner, and began to shake out the blue silk evening gown, all without pausing for breath. “And d’ye know, Lady Walrafen, I sometimes suspicion but what ’e ain’t got it a little hot for you, stepson or no. Don’t mean to say ’e likes it none too good—but there! A fellow don’t always get to pick what pricks his—er, his fancy, if yer takes my meaning.”


“Why, I daresay I do,” murmured Cecilia a bit unsteadily, lifting the back of one hand to her forehead. Good Lord! After three weeks, Etta still seemed incorrigible. “But Giles simply feels responsible for me, that’s all. Now, pray talk of something else. How shall we dress my hair for tonight?”


It was as if she had not spoken. “And what about that Mrs. Rowland?” continued Etta, picking through a handful of lawn undergarments. “Coo! Ain’t she a downy one? Mean looking, too, with all them sharp bones and high eyebrows. And her husband a cousin to that nice Mr. Amherst! It don’t figure.”


“Like the rest of us, the Reverend Mr. Amherst did not get to choose his relatives,” murmured Cecilia dryly. “And as to Edmund and Anne Rowland, I daresay even they have their uses. If they are so shallow as to crave fine society above all else, then very well! But there is a price to be paid for folly, and I’ll gladly extract a pound of flesh on Mr. Amherst’s behalf.”


From the dressing room, Etta hooted with laughter. “Now ’oo’s the downy one, I arst you, mum? That hoity-toity Mrs. Rowland’ll soon be buying new mattresses for the good vicar’s mission house, or my name ain’t ’Enrietta ’Ealy.”


“Henrietta Healy!”


“Right, mum!” The maid stuck her head through the dressing-room door long enough to flash a wicked grin. “Won’t Mr. Amherst get a laugh out ’er that! And bless me if that wouldn’t be a sight to fair heat up a room, ’cause that smile o’ his has melted gamer gals ’n me. It don’t seem quite right for a parson to be so purely ’andsome, do it?”


Cecilia had risen from her dressing table and had begun to pick through her jewel chest for something to wear with the blue silk. “Oh, to be sure, he is most striking,” she wryly admitted, pulling out a heavy topaz pendant and laying it across her palm. “But do not mistake him, Etta. He’s deeply devout, though perhaps not in the conventional way. His mission has done a great deal of good in east London.”


Etta, now with pins stuck in her mouth, nodded and rattled on. “Aye, there’s many an uprighter what wants savin’ from them petticoat merchants, and he’s just the gent to—”


Her ladyship dropped the necklace with a kerthunk! “An . . . an uprighter?” she interjected sharply.


“A whore, mum,” came Etta’s garbled explanation around her mouthful of pins. “Beggin’ your pardon ’n all. And speaking of that ’andsome Mr. Amherst, I knows one a sight prettier. That friend of ’is—or friend of the wife’s, more like—that fancy Lord Delacourt. Coo! ’Ave ye ever laid eyes on ’im?”


“Really, Etta!” chided Cecilia uncomfortably. “Do stop dropping your h’s! And we need to know nothing about Lord Delacourt!” Cecilia felt the heat flush up her cheeks.


“Aye, well,” said Etta with an amiable shrug. “He’s a right handsome swell, that’s wot I knows of him,” she announced, leaning heavily on her h’s. “Now, mum, you’ve ’eard me talk o’ me Aunt Mercy, the one ’oo owned a flash house orf the Ratcliffe Highway?”


“Yes,” agreed Cecilia hesitantly. Etta’s family was legion, and none of them above the law.


“Well,” announced Etta, “she knew a gal ’oo’d been in the theater, very fine in ’er ways, and this Lord Delacourt took a liking to ’er, see? Set ’er up in a grand style, ’e did. Two servants, a carriage, and a little trained monkey with a red waistcoat and bells ’round its neck. Went everywhere with ’er, that little monkey did—”


“Really, Etta!” interjected Cecilia for the fifth time, hurling herself onto her bed in despair. “I have no interest whatsoever in Lord Delacourt’s trained monkey!”


Indeed, Delacourt was the last man on earth Cecilia wished to think about. She had made a deliberate effort these last six years to not think of that self-indulgent libertine. It didn’t matter that his lips were as sinfully full as a woman’s. Or that his sleepy green eyes were as unfathomable as the ocean at dusk. And that hair! As heavy and rich as burnished mahogany.


Yes, even superficial elements—the low, mocking sound of his laugh in a crowded ballroom, the reflection of candlelight in his eye as he whirled across the dance floor—any of these things could awaken a wrath she did not understand. And that was before one even considered his sadly lacking morals.


But in a society as limited as London’s, it had been impossible not to see him. And to her acute discomfort, he’d grown leaner, harder, and harsher with the passage of time. And certainly more dissolute. Lord Delacourt’s intrigues made for most common sort of gossip. When he passed through a room, the less discerning ladies of the ton would draw a collective breath, strike simpering smiles, and snap open their fans, fluttering them back and forth as if kindling a fire.


But no decent woman would let a man like that cross her mind. Certainly, she had no wish to remember him. None at all. Oh, but how often in her dreams she had felt his hand skimming up her thigh, his mouth hot against her throat, only to wake up burning with lust and shame? Delacourt had awakened in her the baser side of her nature long before she had even realized she had one. Still, Cecilia had never been a fool. She knew lust for what it was.


“Righty-ho,” agreed Etta cheerfully as she tugged out a pair of new silk stockings. “Got orf me subject again, didn’t I? What I meant to be telling you was that I seen ’im meself once. With Aunt Mercy in the Haymarket, it was, and Gawd bless me!” The maid’s eyes rolled back in her head. “A finer set of shoulders and a snugger rump I never did see on a gent! And they do say Lord Delacourt is about the best thing a gal can get between ’er legs on a cold ni—”


“Etta!” screeched Cecilia. “That will do. Really! It’s excessively vulgar! Moreover, I have seen Lord Delacourt and his—his fine shoulders. I see nothing in him at all. Nothing but a handsome debauchee. And where is your aunt’s friend now, Etta, I ask you?”


Etta shrugged. “Couldn’t say, mum.”


“Well, I can!” Cecilia’s fervor ratcheted sharply upward. “She’s starving in some workhouse, old before her time and riddled with the pox, I do not doubt. Whilst his lordship and his snug rump are being cosseted by a bevy of expensive servants down in Curzon Street.”


It was precisely half-past six when Lord Delacourt and his aforementioned rump arrived at his sister’s imposing brick town house in Brook Street, just as he did at least four times a week. Lifting his gold-knobbed stick, he rapped his customary brisk tattoo upon the door, and, as always, it was immediately flung open by Charles Donaldson, her ladyship’s butler.


“Ah, good evening, Charlie,” said the viscount, just as usual. Smiling widely, he slid out of his elegant black greatcoat. “How the devil are you?”


Donaldson lifted the coat from Delacourt’s fine shoulders and gave his standard reply. “Weel enough, m’lord. Yerself?”


The viscount forced a bland expression. “Ah, Charlie,” he routinely replied, “you know there’s not a fellow in all of England more content than I! Now, where might I find her ladyship? Not, you understand, that I am fully certain that I wish to.” He flashed the butler a dry smile.


Donaldson nodded knowingly and draped the coat over his arm. Of late, one small aspect of their age-old routine had altered—uncomfortably so. “Aye, my lord, she’s a wee bit fashed t’day,” Donaldson warned. “And wearin’ out the rug in the book room.”


“A bad sign, that,” muttered Delacourt. “Is there brandy, Charlie?” He really didn’t know why he asked. There was always brandy. And always his brand, the very best cognac money could buy. Donaldson made sure of it.


“Aye, m’lord. I’ve set a bottle o’ your favorite atop the sideboard.”


Then, very discreetly, the butler cut a glance up and down the corridor and bent his head to Delacourt’s. “And if ye dinna mind a word o’ warning, m’lord, she’s scratching out anither o’ those lists. It does’na look too gude for you.”


“Hmph!” Delacourt’s dark brows drew together. “Has Mother’s footman been ’round today?”


Grimly, Donaldson nodded. “Brought anither note.”


Delacourt’s jaw hardened. “Plaguey, conspiring women,” he grumbled. “Where’s Amherst? Out saving more harlots from a life of sin and degradation?”


“Aye, gone off tae the mission ’til dinner. Ye’ll have tae manage her w’out ’im.”


* * *


But in the end, all Delacourt managed was his thirst. He’d downed but half a snifter of his sister’s fine cognac before she set about her business. Watching her brother out of the corner of one eye, Lady Kildermore paced thoughtfully back and forth along the rich Turkey carpet of her book room, pencil and paper in hand. Outside, the early evening traffic rumbled up and down Brook Street. Impatiently, she sighed.


It was very hard to concentrate amidst all the racket of town when one had grown so used to the country. But her husband’s work here was pressing. Nonetheless, he had faithfully sworn that they would soon return to Elmwood. And her husband was a man who always kept his promises.


Comforted by that thought, she paused to bite the tip of her pencil. “Very well, David. Here’s one I think shall do quite nicely,” she announced, turning the paper a little to the candlelight. “Miss Mary Ayers. She’s young, biddable, and has very large—”


Suddenly, Lord Delacourt set his cognac down with a clatter. “I don’t want large anythings, Jonet!” he interjected, shoving back his armchair with a vengeance. “You need say no more! I do not want a wife. Not Miss Mary Ayers. Not Lady Caroline Kirk. Not—good God! Not anyone. Stop bedeviling me!”


Jonet tossed her paper down with a huff, slid one hand beneath her stomach, and eased herself gingerly down into the chair opposite. With a resigned sigh, she settled one hand atop the baby to feel it kick. Arabella, Davinia, and Baby Fiona were already in the nursery, and this one certainly seemed eager to join them. She did not remember ever having been so tired. And now, her brother meant to drive her mad.


“David, my dear,” she began, her voice exasperated, “Lady Delacourt is seven-and-sixty! She wishes to see her grandchildren before she dies! If you cannot marry out of choice—out of love—as I have done, then marry for her, and for the sake of the title.”


David tossed off the rest of his glass, eyeing her swollen belly and weary countenance. “You look as if you’ve had a shade too much love in your life, my dear,” he said dryly. “Moreover, I do not give one bloody damn about the title, Jonet. And you know why.”


Jonet refused to be baited. “Perhaps, but what of your sister Charlotte? Someone must retain the viscountcy and take care of her.”


“I have provided for Charlotte,” he insisted hotly. “And not out of the Delacourt coffers, but with my own money. I do have a little, you know!”


Jonet shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Yes, I know. You’re rich as Croesus. But that does not make a man happy.”


David looked at her derisively. “Oh? And you and Mama—with your damned lists and smuggled missives and your Miss Marys and Lady Carolines—that will make me happy? I swear, I wish I’d never introduced you two meddling women.”


Jonet’s angular brows snapped together. “Lady Delacourt wants what’s best for you, yes. And Cole says that a man cannot be truly fulfilled until—”


“Oh, no!” David cut her off at once. “No, no, no, Jonet! You’ll not drag your husband into this! Cole does not concern himself with my affairs, nor I with his. Men, my dear, do not meddle. Which is as it should be.”


Jonet threw back her head with laughter. “Oh, David! For such a clever man, you can be shockingly naïve! Do you really imagine men do not meddle?”


“Indeed not! They have better things to do.”


Again, she laughed. “Oh, my dear! Women are cast utterly into the shade by men when it comes to manipulation. Indeed, do not men always think they know best?”


“And they often do!”


“Yes, sometimes,” she graciously admitted. “But I know my husband. And of the two of us, he’s by far the more devious.”


David let his eyes drift down her length. “Really, Jonet. You say the most outlandish things when you’re increasing.”


Smugly, Jonet smiled. “What you need, David, are children of your own. I see the desire in those wicked green eyes of yours every time one of my girls crawls into your lap. You’ll get nowhere playing the hardened rake with me.”


David cast her a disparaging glance and bent forward to refill his snifter from the round crystal decanter. “Come, darling! Have done tormenting me. Let us speak of something else.”


“Very well,” said Jonet silkily.


Her voice settled over David with an uncomfortable chill. It was frightening when his sister feigned surrender. Absently, he picked a bit of imaginary lint from his fine wool trousers. “Speaking of the girls, how do they go on? Has my Bella stopped biting her governess?”


Jonet’s gaze was drifting aimlessly about the room. “Oh, yes. Almost.”


“Good! Good! And by the by, I wish to give Davinia a pony for her birthday. I trust you have no objection?”


“No, no. None whatsoever.” Jonet made an impatient little gesture with her hands, then clasped them tightly in her lap.


David lifted his brows inquiringly. “And what of you, my dear? How do you feel?”


“Fine, David, I feel fine.” Nervously, her thumbs began to play with each other.


“And Cole? The . . . the Daughters of Nazareth Society—he is pleased?”


“Oh, yes! Donations are picking up.”


“Ah! Capital. Just capital.”


The hands twitched again. Jonet could obviously bear no more. “Listen, David—just tell me this. Are you happy? Truly happy? That is all I wish to know. I wish only for you to be content, as I am content. I know it makes no sense, but I cannot bear thinking that you might be lonely or sad.”


Jonet watched as her brother pushed his glass disdainfully away and jerked from his chair. “You simply cannot leave it, can you, Jonet?” he answered, striding toward the window. With one hand sliding through his thick, dark hair, he pulled open the underdrapes with the other and stared out into the cold winter night.


“You’ve already cast off that red-haired dasher I saw you with in Bond Street last week, have you not?” she said softly.


“I’ll likely find another soon enough,” he returned, speaking to the windowpanes.


“Will she again possess masses of red-gold curls?”


“Perhaps,” he lightly admitted. “I hope you do not worry, dear sister, that I lack for feminine attention.”


“Not at all,” agreed Jonet easily. “Indeed, there seems to be an overabundance of it. She was the second you’ve broken with this year, and it is but February.”


“Your point?” he sharply returned. “I’m not sure I take it.”


“And there were eight last year. Darling, that’s a new mistress every six weeks.”


“Not quite—but what of it? I see to their every comfort whilst they’re under my protection, Jonet. And I provide for them well enough when it is over. No one suffers.” He laughed a little bitterly. “Indeed, many have profited quite handsomely.”


“And what of you, my dear?” she asked softly. “What have you profited? Have you gained the whole world yet lost a little bit of your soul?”


Jonet had risen from her chair to join him at the window, and she shivered at the chill which pervaded the glass. She leaned closer to David’s warmth, and in the murky light of a street lamp below, she could see that a silvery fog had settled over Mayfair, riming the cobblestones with a dull sheen of ice and shrouding the scene in a cold, depthless beauty. It made her think of her brother’s heart, and for a moment, she wanted to cry.


Lightly, she laid one hand against his back, feeling the tension which thrummed inside him, and slowly, David turned from the window, his face suddenly stripped of all pretense. For one brief instant, Jonet feared he might truly lash out at her this time. But then, almost reluctantly, he opened his arms and drew her hard against his chest. “Ah, Jonet!” he sighed into her hair. “Have we no secrets from one another?”


“No,” she softly admitted. And, indeed, they had not. Few siblings were as close, even those who shared both parents instead of just one dissolute father.


They were much alike, she and David. Too proud, too unyielding, and often far too alone. Before Cole had come to change her life, she and David had had no one but each other. Well, she had had a husband, but that marriage had not been a good one. And of course, David had a widowed mother, as well as his elder sibling, Charlotte—a sister of the heart but not the blood.


But Jonet was both. For to be coldly precise, David was Jonet’s father’s bastard. It was the appalling family secret. Her father’s blackest sin. The result of an innocent young woman’s rape.


In her brother’s arms, Jonet shuddered, unable to imagine the horror of rape. Certainly, David thought of it often enough, though he hid it well. His mother, well bred but impoverished, had served the late Lord Delacourt as governess to young Charlotte. During a raucous party at the Delacourt country house, she had been violated by the dissolute Earl of Kildermore when she’d crept innocently down the back stairs to fetch a cup of milk.


Jonet had been but a toddler, living quietly with her mother at Kildermore Castle. The secret had never reached them, or anyone else for that matter. Lord Delacourt, appalled, had seen to that. But when it became apparent that there was to be a child, the elderly Delacourt had married his servant to give the babe a name.


Perhaps he had thought it just restitution for having befriended a scoundrel like the Earl of Kildermore and for allowing him into a home where an innocent young woman lived.


Cole knew it all, of course. And on their fourteenth birthdays, David and Jonet had told each of her two sons in turn. But knowing was not the same as understanding, and Jonet would never understand. And oh, how she wished that David knew nothing of it. She would have given up David’s companionship a thousand times over, could she but snatch back her father’s deathbed confession.


Had her father believed that God would forgive him if he sent such a letter to his only son? No, Kildermore had helped no one but himself by his actions. He had gone on to his great reward with his conscience unburdened, leaving David with an awful knowledge: that the tainted blood of a dissolute Scottish rogue pulsed through his veins, instead of the noble Norman blood of the man who had raised him.


But life was not fair, and one wasted time grieving over it. Abruptly, she pulled back from her brother’s embrace. “Was there ever a time, David, when you felt yourself on the verge of true happiness? What would it take? Can you tell me?”


He jerked her back to his chest and let his chin rest atop her head. It was as if he refused to look her in the eyes. “Ah, Jonet,” he said, the words soft and fraught with despair. “I hardly think I know.”


For long moments, the book room fell silent as David listened to his sister’s low, rhythmic breathing. Against his chest, Jonet felt warm and comforting. But it was not enough. In truth, it never had been.


Why did she torture him so? Jonet knew better than anyone why he ought not wed. His estates, his titles, and yes, even his very blood, felt alien to him. He was not Delacourt. He was nothing. Not noble, not titled, and barely even respectable. Though, admittedly, the latter was his own fault.


Still, how did a man properly explain such an unfortunate bloodline to a prospective bride? What if she then refused him? Or betrayed the confidence? But the alternative was worse. For how could a man wed a woman without being honest about who and what he was?


There had been an extraordinary situation once—a situation in which he’d been almost compelled to marry because of a dreadful misunderstanding. But as dreadful as that misunderstanding had been, and as shoddily as he had behaved, his actions had not been as intentionally wrong as courting a bride while willfully misrepresenting the blood which coursed through his veins. Not when it was the blood her children would share.


But in the end, he had not been compelled to marry, despite his willingness to make reparation. He had misunderstood, it seemed. They had been victims of a tasteless prank. The lady had not wanted him at all. So he’d silenced Wally Waldron by thrashing him within an inch of his life—a rare, bare-knuckled brawl it had been—and continued his efforts to make amends to the girl.


And yet, he’d been a fool, perhaps, to persist when all reason was past. She had turned out to be colder and less forgiving than he had hoped. Arrogant, really. She had insulted him, belittled his efforts, and, ultimately, she’d made him a laughingstock.


But at least he had escaped a leg shackle. And of course, he was grateful. Certainly, he would not now seek another one. It was a risk he had no wish to take.


Oh, he knew—yes, he knew that something was missing from his life. But it most assuredly wasn’t marital bliss. Still, he was thirty-two years old, and the years since Jonet’s second marriage had been hard ones, for he’d somehow lost his grounding.


Tucked away in the country with her beloved second husband, Jonet had found true happiness and had begun a wonderful new family. But David, deprived of his best friend—indeed, his moral compass and the only person whom he’d ever really taken care of—had found himself painfully alone. David had somehow let himself run to dissolution. And he had done it quite deliberately, too, in some futile hope of outrunning the darkness which chased him ever more intently with every passing year.


He was glad for Jonet. Truly happy. And she was right. It really was time to stop wasting his life. The certainty of it was dawning on him. A man could not spend the whole of his life flitting from one elegant drawing room to the next—as well as a few less reputable places—without becoming jaded and useless.


And yet, he felt thwarted, as if an invisible wall had been thrown up in his face by forces he could neither see nor understand. But to whom could he turn for advice? Certainly not Jonet, for she already felt irrationally responsible for the whole bloody mess.


Certainly not his mother; it would crush her to realize the depth and breadth of the hatred he felt for his circumstances. Cole? Perhaps. Though in his more honest moments, David could admit that he was deeply jealous of his brother-in-law.


Yes, he envied the man his quiet confidence and steadfast restraint. And yet, David often found himself aching to talk with Cole—and about something less mundane than horses, hounds, and the weather. But he could never quite get out the words, for they always caught on his damnable pride before they left his mouth.


Inwardly, David sighed and set Jonet a little away from him. There was no point in all this introspection. Nothing good ever came of it.


Suddenly, Nanna threw open the door and presented him with a reprieve. A tide of little girls burst in, surging about David’s feet in a froth of white nightclothes.


“David, David!” Six-year-old Arabella threw one arm about his thigh and looked up at him. “My toof fewel out!” she announced, pointing inside her gaping mouth. “Can I have a guinea for it?”


Arabella was the very picture of her mother with her slick raven tresses and flashing eyes. “Heavens, what a greedy little Scot you are!” proclaimed David, grabbing her up and lifting her high in the air. In response, Davinia tried to clamber up his leg. She looked very like her father, with a wild mane of blonde hair and brilliant golden eyes. David fell back into the nearest chair, taking both girls with him.


“Bella cried when it came out,” tattled four-year-old Davinia, grunting as she scrabbled onto his left thigh.


“Did not!” protested Arabella, scowling across David’s lap.


“Did too!” challenged Davinia, turning her warmest smile on David and raising her lips to his ear. “Have you brought my pony?”


Alone on the floor, and clearly feeling neglected, little Fiona fell back on her rump and burst into tears.


“Davinia!” Jonet chided, leaning down to pick up Fiona. “Don’t carry tales! And don’t wheedle gifts from your godfather!”


“Hush, goose!” David whispered to Davinia. “You weren’t to say a word yet. Now! Why do we not move to the sofa, where we may all sit together? Your mother wishes to tell a new bedtime story.”


“Do I?” asked Jonet archly, bouncing Fiona on her hip. “Which one would that be?”


David scooped up Davinia in one arm and Arabella in the other. “Oh, surely you must remember my dear—? It is the one about the little girl who kept poking her nose into other people’s business, until it somehow got chopped off.”


“Eeeew!” said Arabella appreciatively. “That sounds like a good one!”


Lord Walrafen’s equipage rolled up Portland Place and made the sharp turn into Park Crescent at precisely two minutes before the appointed hour. With her hair perfectly coifed and the blue silk neatly pressed, Cecilia stood in her foyer and watched Giles’s footman put down the steps.


She felt a strange, sinking sensation as her stepson alit from the carriage. She had almost hoped he would be unable to accompany her to the Rowlands’ tonight. After all, she was a widow, was she not? Did she really require an escort? Oh, she cared very deeply for Giles. Beneath all his cool formality, he was kind. He took great pains to oversee her welfare. Giles was the sort of man who made a woman feel safe. So why, then, did Cecilia sometimes feel stifled?


But it was too late. Giles was coming up her steps, looking resplendent in his flowing black evening cloak. His heavy black locks were still damp from his bath, his evening attire severe yet elegant. Cecilia sighed. At least Giles was willing to help her with her charity work—when he wasn’t busy chiding her for traveling into the East End. Tonight, they would have much to discuss en route to the Rowlands’.


Her butler let him in, and swiftly Giles bent to kiss her cheek. “My dear, how lovely you look!” He gave her his usual smooth smile and carefully veiled appraisal. “Surely I shall have the loveliest step-mama at tonight’s affair.”


And then they were off into the chilly February night, rolling toward Regent Street and into Mayfair. The Rowland residence was but a short distance away—a regrettable circumstance, Cecilia soon decided. Within an hour of their arrival, she had greeted all of those few friends whom she shared with Anne Rowland. Then true boredom settled in.


For better than an hour, she moved from one dull circle of people she did not like to an equally dull circle of people she did not know. And thus went the evening, for there were a great many such circles. The air was stale, the food tasted like sawdust, and Cecilia wanted desperately to go home. But she could not. Not until she had seen what might yet be had from the Rowlands. She had not risked Etta’s hapless ironing to go home empty-handed.


But at present, Edmund Rowland appeared to be deep in conversation with a tall, balding gentleman who leaned heavily onto a carved walking stick inlaid with silver. They stood just beyond the wide, arched entrance which gave onto the main corridor, seemingly oblivious to those within the drawing room. Amongst the guests inside, Anne Rowland was nowhere to be seen. Discreetly, Cecilia slipped through the crowd into the corridor, brushing behind Edmund and making her way into the shadows in search of a moment’s peace.


She paused on the threshold, looking just beyond Edmund’s shoulder toward the front door where two somnolent footmen awaited any departing guests. In the other direction, however, were the stairs to the ladies’ retiring room. Hastily, Cecilia picked up her skirts and started in that direction, but as she swept past a tall mahogany secretaire which stood against the wall, she very nearly tripped on a length of red silk which trailed from its shadows. Had someone dropped a scarf?


Abruptly, she bent to retrieve it, but with a soft rustle, the fabric slithered from her grasp. “Why, good evening, Lady Walrafen,” drawled a refined feminine voice from beyond the secretaire.


Cecilia jumped.


With a bemused smile, Anne Rowland stepped out, her red skirts gathered into one hand as she drew up the scarf in the other. “Heavens, I did not intend to startle you,” she said softly, giving Cecilia a quizzical smile. “How good of you to join our little entertainment.”


Cecilia quickly regained her aplomb. “It’s my pleasure, Mrs. Rowland,” she glibly lied. “I collect we have a great many acquaintances in common.”


“Indeed,” returned Anne. “Then we must become better acquainted, my lady. Will you take a turn down the hall with me? I’ve just come out for some fresh air.”


But at that moment, Edmund Rowland turned to stare over his shoulder at his wife. Mrs. Rowland held his gaze for a long, steady moment. “Your pardon,” she finally said, lowering her eyelashes with a sweeping gesture. “I must rescind my offer. I perceive that I am needed elsewhere.”


Suddenly, Cecilia felt terribly awkward. Had Anne Rowland been eavesdropping on her husband? And if so, why? For once, his behavior looked innocuous.


But Edmund had not looked precisely surprised to see Anne there. Nor had he looked at Cecilia, but given the furniture and the shadows, it was possible he did not know to whom his wife spoke. Still, it mattered little, for Edmund had turned away to stroll toward the front door with his guest, while Mrs. Rowland’s long red skirts were already swishing down the hall and around the corner.


Hastily, Cecilia rushed up the steps to the ladies’ retiring room, only to find it too busy. Pausing just long enough to fix her face into the relentlessly poised smile she’d perfected during her come-out, she hastened back down the stairs and plunged into the crowded withdrawing room. It was time either to make her move or go home.


At that very moment, however, she saw Edmund yet again. His elderly friend with the walking stick was gone, and her host was now wading through the room toward her. Good. It was as she had expected.
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