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			Chapter One

			It seemed to have been snowing forever, Ned Vasey reflected glumly. His breath in the closed carriage had misted over the glass at the window, and he leaned forward and rubbed at the pane with his gloved hand. It cleared the mist but the outside was thickly coated with snow, offering only an opaque square of whiteness that gave little light and no visibility.

			He sat back against the thick leather squabs and sighed. The carriage was in the first style of elegance and comfort, as well sprung as such a vehicle could ever be, but after close to three weeks’ traveling, Viscount Allenton found it as comfortable as a donkey cart. The snow had started in earnest as they’d left Newcastle, but now that they were lumbering through the lower reaches of the Cheviot Hills it was a blizzard. The horses were struggling to keep their footing on the sometimes steep road that for long stretches was barely a cart track winding its way through the foothills. God knows what it would be like higher up, Ned thought. The upper passes would certainly be blocked. But fortunately he was heading out of the hills, not into them.

			Alnwick, a small, pretty Northumberland town. That was how he remembered it, but the last time he had visited his childhood home had been ten years ago, before he’d been packed off, the family’s so-­called black sheep, into exile over a scandal that struck him now as utterly stupid. Since then his blood had thinned under the Indian sun, and he couldn’t seem to get warm anywhere in this godforsaken frozen north.

			And if his brother, Robert, had managed to keep himself alive, Ned would still be warmly content in India’s sultry heat. But Rob, as so often in their childhood, had ridden his horse blindly at a hedge during a hunt, and both horse and rider had gone down into the unseen ditch on the other side. The horse had broken both forelegs, and Rob his neck. Which left the previously contented younger son, Edward the black sheep, to inherit the family estates and the title. And the younger son infinitely preferred the life of plain Ned Vasey, Indian nabob, to that of Edward Vasey, Viscount Allenton.

			But such is fate, Ned reflected, huddling closer into his greatcoat. Ten years ago the estate had been going to rack and ruin under his father’s reckless negligence, and it seemed from the agent’s letters that Rob had finished the job. Which left the younger son, who had somehow managed to turn his exile into a very good thing, to pick up the pieces. And a very expensive picking up it was going to be, Ned had no doubt.

			The carriage shuddered as the horses stumbled on the deeply rutted and now slippery track. Stopping was not an option. They would all freeze to death, coachman, postillions, horses and all.

			The carriage was still moving, but very slowly. Ned opened the door with difficulty against the crust of snow and ice, and stepped out into the blizzard. He struggled toward the coachman and the near-­side postillion. “How much farther before we’re out of here?” he called up, snow filling his mouth and blocking his nose.

			“Hard to say, m’lord,” the coachman called down, flicking his whip at the striving horses. “At this speed, it could take an hour to do a mile.”

			Ned swore into a gust of snow, his words snatched by the wind.

			“Best get back in, sir,” the coachman shouted down. “Your weight don’t make no difference to the ’osses, and ye’ve no need to freeze yet a while.”

			Ned nodded and climbed back into the coach, still swearing as he realized he’d allowed himself to get frozen to the bone with no way of warming himself up again in the frigid interior.

			If he ever made it to Hartley House, at least he’d find a warm welcome there. And a house bursting with Christmas revelry. Lord Hartley’s bluff camaraderie and generous spirit would be a welcome antidote to what was bound to be the dank neglect of his own house. Sarah would make him a good wife. . . .

			“Whoa . . . whoa, there.”

			The coachman’s yell broke into Ned’s thoughts and he reached for the door handle again as the carriage juddered to a halt. He pushed open the door and jumped down. A torch flickered just ahead on the track showing four figures, barely visible in the swirling snow, milling around an overturned gig. The pony had been released from the traces and stood blowing steam through its nostrils and stamping its hooves.

			“Stay with the horses,” Ned instructed over his shoulder. He plowed through the snow toward the scene. “What happened here?”

			A youth turned from the group. “Pony caught a hoof in a rut, sir,” he said in a broad Northumberland accent that Ned hadn’t heard in ten years. To his satisfaction, however, he found that he could still understand it without difficulty. For strangers to the county, it might as well have been a foreign tongue.

			Ned bent to check the pony’s legs, running his hand expertly over the hocks. “I can find no damage,” he said, straightening. “Why would you bring a pony out with a gig on a night like this?”

			“Why would ye bring them ’osses out in a bleedin’ blizzard?” the youth demanded on a clearly combative note.

			Despite the snow, there had been no signs of a storm when they’d left that morning, but Ned was not about to bandy words with this insolent young man. He turned away, back to his own conveyance.

			The blow to the back of his neck surprised him more than it hurt him. He stumbled to his knees in the snow and something—no, someone—jumped lightly onto his back, legs curling around his waist as he knelt. Hands slipped into the deep pockets of his coat, and then fingers slid inside his coat. It was all over in the blink of an eye. The slight weight left his back, and as he struggled to his feet, his assailants and the pony disappeared into the blanket of snow behind him. The gig remained where it was. Presumably it was a permanent fixture, designed to catch any unwary traveler on these seldom-­used tracks.

			Ned cursed his own stupidity. He knew that the Cheviots were plagued by bands of rapscallions and highwaymen; he simply hadn’t expected to fall victim on such a filthy night. He dug into his pockets. He had kept a pouch with five guineas close to hand for easy distribution at roadside inns. It was gone.

			“What ’appened there, m’lord? Couldn’t see a thing in this.” The coachman had climbed down from his box, but neither he nor the postillions had left the horses.

			“Nothing much,” Ned said, climbing back into the carriage, now as wet as he was cold. “Keep going.”

			The carriage lurched forward again and he felt inside his coat. His fob watch was gone from his waistcoat pocket. Those light fingers had demonstrated all the sleight of hand of an experienced pickpocket. He hadn’t been able to see the features of any of his cloaked and hooded assailants behind the veil of snow, but he was fairly certain he would recognize the feel of those fingers against his heart.

			The financial loss was no great matter, but the blow to his pride was another thing altogether. Ten years ago he wouldn’t have fallen for such a trick, but his sojourn in India had clearly softened him, he thought disgustedly. He had learned how to make money, a great deal of money, but he’d lost something in the process. Something he had to retrieve if he was to assume the life of a North Country English gentleman once again.

			God, he was cold. He could only begin to imagine what those poor buggers outside were feeling.

			Something hammered on the roof. The coachman. He struggled with the frozen door again and leaned out. “What is it?” His words disappeared into the snow but the coachman, just visible on the box above him, pointed with his whip. Ned stared into the whiteness, then saw it—a glimmer of light, flickering like a will-­o’-­the-­wisp in the distance.

			“We can’t go no farther, m’lord,” the coachman bellowed. “The ’osses won’t make it, an’ me blood’s freezin’. Reckon we ’ave to try an’ rouse someone.”

			“Agreed,” Ned shouted. “I’ll go ahead and see what’s there. I can make better time on foot.” He jumped down into snow that reached his knees. “Postillions, release the horses from the traces and lead them after me.”

			The two men dismounted and stumbled through the snow to the horses’ heads. Ned plunged forward, still up to his knees, keeping the flickering light in his sights. And after fifteen agonizingly slow minutes the lights grew steady and close. He could hear the wheezing of the postillions behind him and the puffing of the beasts, but salvation lay just ahead.

			A long driveway led up to a large stone mansion, lights pouring forth from many windows, piercing the veil of snow. The strains of music could be heard faintly as the travelers approached the flight of steps leading up to double front doors. Ned drew his greatcoat tight and dug his way up the steps to the door. He banged the big brass knocker in the shape of a gryphon’s head. And he banged it again, ever conscious of his freezing horses, and the desperation of the coachman and postillions, all standing in the snow at the foot of the steps.

			He heard footsteps, the wrenching of bolts, and the door opened slowly. Light and warmth poured forth. A liveried butler stood in the doorway, gazing in something approaching disbelief at this visitor. “Can I help you, sir?”

			For a moment Ned was tempted to laugh at the absurdity of the question. But only for a moment. “Yes,” he said curtly. “I am Viscount Allenton, on my way to Alnwick. My men and I are benighted in this blizzard, and we need shelter. I’d be grateful if you’d bring me to your master, but first send someone to direct my coachman and postillions to the stables, and then to the kitchen fire.” He stepped past the man into the hall as he spoke.

			“Yes . . . yes, of course, my lord.” The butler called over his shoulder and a footman appeared. “Ensure Lord Allenton’s horses are fed and watered and bedded for the night, and show his servants to the kitchen. They will be glad of supper and ale.” He turned back to Ned. “May I take your greatcoat, my lord?”

			Ned became aware of the growing puddle at his feet as his coating of snow melted. “Yes, please. I’m sorry to be ruining your floors.”

			“Think nothing of it, my lord. We are used to this weather in these parts, and our floors are prepared accordingly.” The man’s smile was soothing as he almost reverently eased the sodden garment from Ned’s shoulders and cast it across a bench that seemed designed to receive such offerings.

			“If you would care to wait by the fire, my lord, I will inform Lord Selby of your arrival.” He urged Ned toward the massive fireplace at the far end of the baronial-­style hall, paused for a moment to pour him a glass of sherry from a readily placed decanter, then bowed and departed.

			Selby. Ned sipped his sherry. Roger Selby. One of the oldest Northumbrian landowners. A family history of roguery to boot. It was said that they had reivers in their not-­too-­distant past. Not that that was unusual among the families who ruled these wild borderlands. A couple of hundred years ago, the Allenton family had numbered the border raiders in their own ranks. But they had long since abandoned banditry as a means of attaining wealth. Selby’s father, however, had been an acknowledged robber baron who still clung to the old ways as recently as fifty years past, and Ned’s own father had always maintained that the present Lord Selby was not above a little cross-­border plundering when it suited him.

			Ned had met Roger Selby only once, at a horse show in Morpeth. A good fifteen years ago, he calculated as he sipped his sherry, propping one sodden boot on the andirons. Selby was about ten years older than himself, and even then in possession of the barony, his father having disappeared in mysterious circumstances on one of the high passes through the Pennines.

			Ned remembered he had been fascinated by the mystery and not a little envious of the older man, who had achieved his independence and freedom from family restraints at such an early age. He spun from the fire at the sound of firm footsteps and a voice he remembered.

			“Allenton . . . we heard a rumor you were returning to us . . . sorry to hear of your brother’s accident.” Roger Selby came swiftly across the hall, hand outstretched. “But ’tis an ill wind, eh? Welcome, dear fellow. This is no night for man or beast to be abroad.” He enclosed Ned’s rather slim hand in a large paw. He was a tall man, whose broad frame was beginning to run to fat in the manner of an erstwhile sportsman turned sedentary. His neck had thickened, and the starched cravat supported several double chins. His complexion was ruddy, his eyes just a trifle bloodshot, but his smile seemed genuine and his handshake was as firm as it was warm.

			“Far cry from India,” he said with a jovial chuckle. “By God, man, you’re half frozen.” He clapped Ned’s shoulder heartily as he continued to shake his hand.

			“I confess I had forgotten the fierceness of these northern winters,” Ned said, retrieving his hand. “You must forgive me for descending upon you like this.”

			“Not at all . . . not at all. You know how we North­umbrians honor the claims of hospitality in our inhospitable countryside. Indeed, I doubt you’ll be leaving us for a week, judging by that blizzard. The road from here to Aln­wick will be blocked for several days at least.”

			Ned nodded. He had expected as much. “There’s no way a messenger could get through, either,” he said.

			Roger Selby shook his head. “Someone expecting you?”

			“I’m expected at Hartley House for Christmas,” Ned said with a resigned shrug. “I’d hoped to arrive in Alnwick tonight.”

			“They’ll not be expecting you now, man,” Selby declared. “One look out of the window is all they’ll need for an answer.”

			“Aye, I’m sure that’s so.” He turned at the sound of a discreet cough from the shadows of the staircase.

			The butler who had let him in stepped forward into the lamplight. “I beg your pardon, Lord Allenton. But your coachman brought in your portmanteau. I’ve taken the liberty of having it carried to a bedchamber, and a servant is preparing a hot bath for you.”

			“Good . . . good, Jacobs. That’s the ticket,” Selby declared. “You’ll be right as a trivet, Allenton, once you’re out of those wet clothes. We’ll hold dinner for you. Jacobs, tell cook to put dinner back an hour . . . that be long enough, Allenton?”

			“More than long enough,” Ned hastened to assure him. “You’re too kind, Selby. I don’t wish to inconvenience you in any way on Christmas Eve. . . .”

			“Nonsense, dear fellow . . . no inconvenience at all. Not in the least. The more the merrier at this season. Take the sherry with you.” He pressed the decanter into his guest’s free hand and urged him toward the stairs, where the butler stood waiting to show him up.

			Ned thanked his host and went willingly in the butler’s wake, with his glass and decanter. Northumbrian hospitality was legendary, and with good reason. No one ever turned away a benighted winter traveler in these hills, but Roger Selby’s welcome was more than ordinarily warm, and seemed to transcend mere obligation.

			But of course they were neighbors, Ned reflected as he entered a large and well-­appointed bedchamber. That would certainly explain the generosity of the welcome.

			“This is Davis, Lord Allenton, he will be pleased to act as your valet during your stay,” the butler announced, waving a hand in the direction of the manservant who was unpacking Ned’s portmanteau. Jacobs bowed and departed.

			He must remember to give the coachman some substantial concrete sign of his appreciation for hauling the portmanteau through the blizzard, Ned thought as he examined the contents of his bag. Most men would have abandoned it with the chaise in such circumstances, and he would have been obliged to dine in a borrowed dressing gown.

			“Your bath is prepared, sir,” the manservant said. “I’ll take this blue coat down to the kitchen and get our Sally to press it. Sadly creased it is, an’ I daresay ye’ll be wanting to wear it at dinner.”

			“Is there not one a little less creased?” Ned inquired mildly, casting off his damp coat with a sigh of relief. “I’m sure there’s no need to put anyone to the trouble of pressing something at such short notice.”

			“No, m’lord, there’s no other less creased, and ’tis no trouble for our Sally,” Davis stated a little huffily. “Lord Selby likes things to be right. He’s most particular, m’ lord.”

			“Well, I’m sure you know best. I certainly wouldn’t wish to insult my host,” Ned said cheerfully, unfastening his britches. “I’d be grateful if you could do something about my greatcoat while you’re about it. It’s sodden, quite possibly beyond repair, but I’ll need it again until I can replace it. It’s in the hall, I believe.”

			“Mr. Jacobs has seen to it, sir,” Davis said. He began to take shirts and cravats from the portmanteau, smoothing the fine white linen with a reverential hand before laying them carefully in a drawer in the armoire. “Lovely cloth, sir. If I may say so.”

			“You may. Indian tailors do fine work with the most delicate cotton.”

			“These coats, sir, were never made in India,” Davis exclaimed, lifting a coat of green superfine to the light. “This’ll be one of them gentlemen tailors in London, it will.”

			“True enough.” Ned stepped naked to the copper hip bath before the fire. “Schultz or Weston, I favor both.” He stepped into the water and slid down with a sigh of pleasure, resting his head against the edge. “Now this was worth waiting for. Pass me my sherry glass, will you?”

			Davis brought over the recharged glass. “I’ll just take the coat to Sally, sir. Will you be needing me in the next fifteen minutes?”

			Ned closed his eyes. “No . . . no, Davis. Take your time.” He lay back in the soothing warmth, feeling the tensions of the day’s travel melt from him. He was due to arrive at the Hartleys’ in the morning, but they would not wonder why he failed to turn up. The blizzard would be raging from the summit of The Cheviot to Alnwick, swallowing everything in between. They might worry that he hadn’t found shelter, but he could do little to alleviate that concern at present. No messenger could get through, as Roger Selby had said. It rather looked as if he would be spending Christmas Day, at least, at Selby Hall.

			If truth be told, he was not sorry to postpone his arrival at Hartley House. It seemed such a long time ago that he had proposed to Sarah Hartley. He had been nineteen, Sarah seventeen. And they had known each other from earliest childhood. The border towns and villages of Northumberland provided a rarefied atmosphere, where the local county families, few and far between as they were, were entirely dependent upon each other for a social life. There were no big town centers between Newcastle and Edinburgh. It was wild, rough country that fostered both interdependence among its own and a fierce independence from outsiders.

			Sarah had been a sweet young woman. He tried to conjure up her picture behind his closed eyelids. Very fair, periwinkle blue eyes, a little plump, but prettily so. Of course that could have changed as womanhood formed her. She had wept when he’d left, and she’d waited for him, these full ten years. Or so Rob had written in his infrequent letters. Sarah was still a spinster, already on the shelf. Everyone said she was pining for her first love. And when he’d been summoned home, Ned had seen no alternative but to honor his youthful pledge. This Christmas journey to Hartley House was to renew that pledge in person before he faced the unenviable task of putting right the damage that neglect had done to his own family home and estates.

			Well, he had money aplenty for such a task, and it would have its satisfactions. He had his own ideas about farming, about horse breeding, about estate management, and the prospect of putting them into practice was undeniably exciting. And he would need a wife at his side, a woman who knew the land, its people and the eccentricities of both as well as he did. Sarah was a competent woman. She would make him a good wife. So why could he not summon up some genuine enthusiasm at the prospect? All he felt at present was a gloomy acceptance of a bounden duty.

			The sound of the door opening jerked him back to the cooling bathwater and the unfamiliar bedchamber. “Our Sally’s done a fair job on the coat, sir,” Davis announced, laying it carefully on the bed. “Mr. Jacobs said as how dinner will be served in half an hour.”

			“Then I must not keep my host waiting.” Ned stood up as he spoke, water sloshing around him. He took the warm towel off the hanger close to the fire and wrapped it around himself as he stepped out. He ran a hand over his chin with a grimace. “Do you think you could shave me?”

			“Oh, aye, sir,” Davis said, pouring water from the ewer on the washstand into the basin. “I’m a dab hand at it, sir. Used to shave my pa when he had the shakes on him.” He took the long, straight-­edged razor and stropped it vigorously.

			Ned sat down on the stool before the washstand and gave himself into the hands of his borrowed valet. Davis worked quickly and efficiently, and with some pride in his handiwork. “There, sir, how’s that. Good and close, I’d say.”

			“Indeed, Davis.” Ned ran his hand over his smooth chin. “Very good. Thank you.”

			Fifteen minutes later he was ready to join his host. He felt a new man, the miseries of the day a thing of the past. His newly pressed coat fitted perfectly, his linen was as white as the virgin snow beyond his window, his boots had a lovely deep shine to them, and his doeskin pantaloons were as soft as butter. He did not consider himself a vain man, but Viscount Allenton liked to make a good impression, and couldn’t help a satisfied nod at his image in the pier glass before he headed for the door.

			He could hear the soft notes of a piano and the sound of voices coming from a salon to the right of the hall as he descended the stairs. There seemed like quite a few voices, mostly male, interspersed with an occasional female tone. He had invited himself to quite a house party, it would seem. He crossed the hall to the double doors, where a footman stood waiting to announce him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			There were close to twenty people in the salon. The room was decorated with swags of greenery interspersed with the bright blood red of holly berries. Bunches of mistletoe hung from the chandeliers and Ned realized that he was standing beneath a particularly large bunch of waxy cream berries only when a woman separated from the group gathered before the fire and came over with a little squeal of glee.

			“Welcome, stranger. I demand a Christmas kiss.” She kissed him full on the lips before he had time to react, and the room burst into loud applause. The woman stood back and regarded him with more of a smirk than a smile. Her eyes were a little glassy, her cheeks very pink.

			She was more than a little tipsy, Ned decided, but he entered into the spirit of whatever game they were playing and swept her an elaborate bow. “Your most obedient servant, ma’am.”

			“Step in, Allenton, before every lady in the room salutes you beneath that mistletoe . . . unless, of course, you’ve a mind to invite them.” Roger Selby, beaming jovially, crossed the Aubusson carpet toward him, hand outstretched.

			“It would certainly be a pleasure,” Ned said, nevertheless moving quickly away from the doorway to meet his host.

			“Ah, yes indeed, man, we’ve a bevy of beauties here and no mistake,” Selby announced, linking an arm through Ned’s. “Come and let me present you. Everyone’s uncommon delighted at the prospect of a fresh face. . . . Here he is, ladies and gentleman. Our new neighbor, Viscount Allenton, fresh from India.”

			Ned bowed as each introduction was made. None of the names was familiar, which surprised him. He would have expected Selby’s Christmas house party to have been made up of the local landowners, whose family names at least he would have recognized. But it dawned on him rapidly that his host’s guests were not of the usual kind. There was a hint of vulgarity to the five women. It was hard to put his finger on it at first, but as a glass of claret was pressed into his hand and the group gathered around him, he began to notice the details. Voices were too loud, gowns too frilled and fussy for true elegance, and the plethora of gemstones was almost blinding. The men, for the most part, were older than the women, and there was a rough edge there too, despite the formality of their evening dress. A sharpness, a hardness, that underpinned the apparent camaraderie.

			Throughout this covert assessment, Ned made himself agreeable, joining in the laughter, smiling easily at the rather frequent ribaldry, which made no concession to the women present, and answering pointed questions about his intentions now that he had returned to claim his inheritance with a careful courtesy that imparted as little information as possible. But he judged that his fellow guests were all a little too full of good spirits to be fully aware of his lack of candor.

			“Anyone seen Georgiana?” a new voice demanded from the door, and the group seemed to swing as one ­toward a man close to Ned’s age who had just entered the drawing room. He was a big man with powerful shoulders and a body that looked as if it would be at home in a boxing ring. His florid face was handsome in a bucolic way, his pale eyes were clear and focused, unlike those of the rest of the company, but there was something calculating that shifted across the light surface as he noticed the newcomer.

			“Ah, you must be the benighted viscount,” he declared. “Selby was telling us all about you.” He extended his hand in greeting. “Godfrey Belton, at your service, Lord Allenton.”

			“Delighted,” Ned said, shaking the hand firmly, wondering what it was about this man that instantly set his hackles rising. He did not ordinarily develop instant dislikes to strangers.

			“I trust you’ll enjoy our revels,” Belton said, taking a snuff box from his pocket and flicking it open with his thumbnail. “May I offer you a pinch . . . uncommon fine mix, I think you’ll find.”

			Ned shook his head. “Thank you, but I don’t take it.”

			“I thought all you Indian folk indulged . . . supposed to combat that vile climate,” Belton declared, taking a large pinch for himself.

			“I didn’t find the climate vile,” Ned said pleasantly. “But it doesn’t agree with everyone, certainly.”

			Godfrey Belton regarded him in questioning silence for a moment, then gave a hearty laugh that somehow lacked true amusement and repeated his original question to the room at large. “Anyone seen Georgiana? I’ve searched high and low.”

			“Wretched girl, always disappearing,” Roger Selby grumbled. “She was in her room half an hour past. I sent a message to say dinner was delayed. She was there then.”

			“She wasn’t when I knocked five minutes ago,” Belton said.

			“I assume you’re talking about me.” A soft voice spoke from a side door. “I was looking for a book in the library.”

			The young woman who stepped into the room was as unlike the other women in the salon as the moon was to cream cheese, Ned thought. She was slight, her slender frame straight as an arrow, and her gown of ivory silk opening over a gold slip would have caused every debutante at Almack’s to sigh with envy. Her only jewelry was a three-­strand collar of flawless pearls, with matching drops in her ears. Her hair was a deliciously unruly mass of copper-­colored curls that she had allowed to cluster and fall as they chose. An undisciplined coiffure that unlike her gown would never find favor at Almack’s. But, by God, it suited her.

			She had the green eyes and flawless white skin typical of a redhead. But did she have the proverbial temperament of the redhead? Ned wondered, with a hidden smile. Now that would be interesting.

			She closed the door quietly at her back and came into the salon. “I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting, cousin.”

			“No matter . . . no matter,” Roger Selby said. “Let me make you known to our unexpected guest. Lord Allenton . . . my ward, Lady Georgiana Carey.”

			Ned bowed; the lady sketched a curtsy. “I’m guessing you were caught in the storm, Lord Allenton,” she said in her quiet voice. “The roads are impassable.”

			“They are indeed, Lady Georgiana.”

			“Where have you been all afternoon, Georgiana?” Godfrey Belton demanded on a slightly belligerent note. “I was looking all over for you. I told you to meet me in the Long Gallery.”

			“Did you, Godfrey? I must have forgotten. Do forgive me.” She smiled a cajoling smile and laid a hand on his arm.

			“Godfrey and m’ward are betrothed,” Selby told Ned. “They’re to be married in the spring.”

			“My congratulations,” Ned said, with a half bow in the direction of the couple. He saw that Belton had placed his hand over his fiancée’s as it rested on his arm. Georgiana made a move to slide her hand out from under but Belton’s hand pressed down hard, his fingers closing over hers.

			A slight grimace twisted her mouth. “I’d like a glass of sherry, Godfrey,” she said.

			“I’m not sure you deserve it, arriving so late,” he said. “You’ll be holding up dinner.” Still holding her hand against his arm, he turned both of them to the group by the fire, but not before Ned had seen the look on the lady’s face. For an instant pure fury had blazed in those green eyes and then it had vanished, to be replaced by a resigned and apologetic smile.

			“Dinner is served, my lord,” Jacobs intoned from the doorway.

			“Good . . . we’re all famished,” Selby announced. “Georgiana, take Lord Allenton into dinner. As the latest arrival he’s our honored guest tonight—but don’t get used to it, Allenton.” He laughed boisterously. “You’ll be one of us tomorrow, and from tomorrow until Twelfth Night the Lord of Misrule will be running the proceedings. We elect him after dinner tonight.”

			Ned knew well the medieval history of the Christmas revels controlled by the Lord of Misrule. It supposedly had its origins in ancient Rome, a festival where all the usual hierarchies were turned on their heads, and the ordinary rules of civilized society were forgotten. In its present form the Lord of Misrule was elected by the celebrants and he held total sway for the twelve days of Christmas, requiring absolute obedience to his most whimsical instructions. It was a tradition still practiced among some families in the borderlands, but it had never been Ned’s father’s practice, and he’d never participated in the notoriously wild twelve days of revelry. He wasn’t at all sure he wanted to. There were too many opportunities for unpleasant mischief when all the usual social rules no longer held sway.

			“Don’t look so alarmed, Lord Allenton.” Lady Georgiana was by his side and he noticed she was massaging one hand almost absently as she smiled at him. “We keep within the boundaries.”

			“I’m relieved to hear it, ma’am,” he said, offering his arm. “The ceremonies were not practiced in my father’s household.”

			“They can be amusing,” she said, walking with him across the baronial hall to the dining room opposite. “And as long as the Lord of Misrule is conscientious, matters don’t get out of hand.” She led him to his place at the long mahogany table.

			He held her chair for her, then took his own seat on her right. “You sound very familiar with such revels, Lady Georgiana.”

			“Oh, I wish people would call me Georgie,” she said abruptly. “Everyone does in town.”

			He looked at her, momentarily startled. Her voice was quite different. The low diffidence had vanished, and there was a touch of impatience beneath the sharply defined syllables.

			And then she smiled at him as she shook out her napkin and said in her old voice, “I still find it difficult to get used to being called by my full name, sir. But my guardian insists upon it. And I’m sure Lord Selby knows best.” Her eyes were soft, her smile sweet, and Ned thought he must have imagined that startling change earlier.

			“But you don’t care for it,” he said.

			She seemed to hesitate for a moment, looking at him with a slight wariness in her eyes, but she had no chance to say anything further on the subject.

			“So, Allenton, what d’you expect to find when you finally get home?” Godfrey Belton, seated across the table from him, broke a piece of bread as he called out the question.

			“I’m not really sure,” Ned responded calmly. He sensed there was a point behind Belton’s question, and that it wasn’t a pleasant one. “It’s been ten years.”

			“Well, you’re in for a shock, dear fellow,” Selby boomed from the head of the table. “God knows what your brother thought he was doing . . . letting the place go to rack and ruin like that.” He shook his head. “Tragic waste, if you ask me.”

			“Oh, Rob Vasey was only interested in his horses, cards and dice,” Belton declared, thrusting a piece of bread into his mouth and washing it down with a deep swallow of his wine.

			Ned regarded him with faint hauteur. “Indeed?”

			“Oh, no offense, Allenton,” Godfrey said with a bluff laugh. “We’re all neighbors up here, we don’t have any secrets, can’t afford to. You know that.”

			Ned’s smile was tight, but he managed it. “I hope to put things right,” he said, taking a sip of claret.

			“You’ll need deep pockets, m’boy,” a man bellowed from the end of the table. “Selby has the right of it . . . rack and ruin is what I hear.”

			Ned struggled to remember the man’s name. Giles Waring, that was it. There had been Warings around Old Berwick for generations, called themselves farmers, but they were reivers to a man. And not a gentleman among them. This offshoot of the clan looked a trifle soft for a life of raiding. But the elegancies of civilization hadn’t rubbed off, either, judging by the way he was fondling the woman on his right. Definitely not his wife. That lady was seated farther down the table between two other men who seemed to find her company as alluring as her husband found his own neighbor’s.

			Ned turned his attention to his wineglass, contenting himself with another noncommittal “Indeed?” He glanced sideways to his neighbor. “How long have you lived here, Lady Georgiana?”

			“Eighteen months, two weeks, and three days,” she answered. She helped herself to a minute portion of roast pheasant from the dish the footman held at her elbow. “We were living in London when my aunt died. Lord Selby is my guardian.”

			Ned wondered whether to comment on the bitter precision of her answer, and then decided this was neither the time nor the place to probe. “Selby is your cousin, I believe you said.” He served himself generously. He felt as if he hadn’t eaten in a week.

			“It’s a tenuous connection.” She took three green beans from the serving platter. “On my mother’s side, I believe.” Her slender shoulders lifted in a tiny shrug as if the issue was a matter of indifference.

			“Northumberland is a long way from London, in every respect,” Ned observed, helping himself to beans and moving on to the platter of roast potatoes that his neighbor had scorned.

			“You never spoke a truer word, Lord Allenton,” she said, and there it was again, that sharply different tone.

			“Georgiana, you need to eat,” Godfrey Belton called from across the table. “Look at your plate, woman. It’s not enough to keep a kitten alive. Put some flesh on your bones, for God’s sake. How’s a man to get warm at night with a stick beside him.”

			Ned controlled himself with difficulty. He felt her tension beside him. It made him think of a cat bunching its muscles, preparing to spring. But instead she said softly, “I’m not hungry, Godfrey.”

			“You need exercise,” one of the other male guests declared. “Nothing like a bit of hearty exercise to stimulate the appetite. The sooner you see to it, the better, Belton.” Another round of laughter greeted this sally. Georgiana appeared to ignore it, carefully cutting her pheasant into tiny pieces.

			“Jacobs, give Lady Georgiana a good spoonful of those mashed turnips and potatoes,” Belton instructed the butler.

			Jacobs looked uncomfortable but he brought the covered dish to Georgiana. “May I, my lady?”

			“I don’t think you have much choice, Jacobs,” she said sotto voce, but it was the other voice, the one that Ned had now decided was the real voice of Georgiana Carey.

			Ned watched the butler place a small spoonful onto her plate. Jacobs was ignoring the calls of “More, man, more” from across the table.

			“Not enough to keep a bird alive,” Godfrey declared in disgust as the butler finally backed away.

			“Leave her alone now, Belton,” Selby said. “She’s never had much of an appetite.”

			Selby’s word seemed to be law. Godfrey turned to his own plate and the conversation, such as it was, picked up.

			“Where did you live in London?” Ned inquired.

			“Brooke Street. My aunt was my guardian.” She dipped the tines of her fork in the mashed turnip with a barely concealed grimace of distaste. “I never knew my parents, Lord Allenton. They died when I was a baby. My mother’s sister was my guardian, and on her death I was passed along to Lord Selby.”

			There it was again. Acerbic as the bitterest lemon. Ned was fascinated, but he couldn’t begin to explore the contradictions at this dinner table. “There are compensations to living here, ma’am,” he said. “The mountains are beautiful.”

			“And the dales are delightful,” she said, spearing a morsel of pheasant. “The fishing is spectacular, the hunting even more so. I’ve heard it all, Lord Allenton, and I’ve no need to hear it again. Instead, tell me about India.” She turned to look at him, and he saw hunger in her eyes. Georgiana Carey was starved of the outside world, the world she had grown up with. And behind that hunger was a determination that intrigued him as it puzzled him.

			“What would you like to know?”

			Georgiana considered the question. She wanted to say anything. Anything that has absolutely nothing to do with this place and these people. But she could sense that she had aroused the viscount’s interest enough already and she didn’t dare take any more risks. She’d been foolishly self-­indulgent and impulsive once today, and while she had escaped the consequences thus far, she couldn’t afford to play with fate. It was time to fade into the background again.

			“It’s very hot there, I understand,” she said in her soft voice. “Is it so all the year round? That must be tedious, I would think.”

			Ned tried to conceal his disappointment. He had expected a sharper more intelligent interest. She sounded now no different from the bored maidens he’d encountered in London set onto him by their mamas, anxious to snare the wealthiest and most eligible bachelor in town.

			Funny how the black sheep had metamorphosed into the season’s catch, he reflected, a sardonic smile twisting his mouth. Amazing what the acquisition of wealth could do for one’s marital prospects.

			Georgiana saw the smile and bit her tongue. In any other circumstances she would have asked him outright what unpleasant reflection had prompted it. But that would have been Georgie’s question, not Georgiana’s.

			“I enjoy the heat,” Ned said blandly. “But not everyone does.” He took a sip of wine.

			“Have you killed a tiger, Lord Allenton?” his left-­hand neighbor asked with an elaborate shudder. “Did you hunt with one of the . . . oh, what do they call their kings? Such a silly word.” She tittered behind her fan.

			“Maharajahs,” Georgiana said. “They call them maharajahs, Mrs. Eddington. And they ride on the top of elephants in something called a howdah, and when their trackers find a tiger, they shoot it. It’s very sportsmanlike, I believe. Is that not correct, Lord Allenton?”

			Ned looked at her in open amusement. Her disdain was so obvious he couldn’t believe no one else around the table heard it. But it seemed that they didn’t. No one evinced the slightest surprise and Belton said, “You’re too book-­learned, Georgiana, I’ve always said so. It’s not good in a woman . . . gives her ideas.”

			“What kind of ideas, Godfrey?” she asked sweetly. “You must make it clear, so that I know what not to think.”

			Instantly Georgiana cursed her unruly tongue. She was sailing too close to the wind again. Not for Godfrey, who wouldn’t recognize sarcasm if it hit him on the head with a cricket bat, but this Viscount Allenton was a different breed altogether.

			She shrank down in her seat as if she could withdraw herself entirely from his attention.

			“No, it’s not in the least sportsmanlike,” Ned said quietly. “But why are you trying to slide under the table?”

			“I’m not,” she insisted, a flush on her cheeks. She was just making things worse, she knew, but it had been two years since she’d had to worry about anyone seeing through her little performances. No one, not even Roger Selby, suspected that her act of demure compliance lacked sincerity. But in the space of an hour, this newcomer seemed to have her measure in full. Well, not quite in full, she reminded herself. That couldn’t happen.

			“My error, ma’am,” he said with a chuckle, and to her relief he didn’t address her again until the second course had been placed on the table.

			“I must congratulate your cousin on his cook,” he said, taking a forkful of a pupton of creamed chicken. “This is surprisingly good.”

			“Why surprisingly?” she asked, toying with a teaspoon of asparagus mousse.

			“I remember the food in these parts as very plain, wholesome, but lacking in delicacy,” he said. “This, on the other hand, has a most subtle flavor.”

			“Oh, you can thank my ward for that, sir,” Selby declared, reaching for the decanter, his face redder than ever. “Revolutionized the kitchens, she did, the minute she walked through the front door. And she’s not above turning her own hand to a sauce now and again. Isn’t that so, Georgiana?”

			“I enjoy cooking on occasion, cousin,” she said.

			Godfrey Belton guffawed. “That’s rich coming from a woman who has the appetite of a wren.”

			“Wrens eat twenty times their body weight in a day, Godfrey,” Georgiana pointed out. “I doubt my appetite can compete.”

			Godfrey glowered at her amid the general laughter and she felt a twitch of apprehension. She thought she knew how far she could go before rousing his more savage side, but he could not endure being the butt of a joke in public, and this company was unlikely to put any constraints on his behavior. She gave him a placating smile, hoping that would cool his temper before it reached the boiling point, and to her relief he grunted and buried his nose in his refilled wineglass.

			Ned heard her little exhalation of relief, and he felt her body relax a little beside him. Something was going on here—something decidedly unsettling. Part of him wished fate had brought him to some other port in a storm than Selby Hall, but mostly his curiosity was piqued. The stunning Georgiana Carey was a mystery he’d dearly like to solve.

			Georgiana waited impatiently for the moment when, as her cousin’s official hostess, she could give the signal for the ladies to withdraw. The sooner she was out of Godfrey’s sight, the sooner he would forget her joke in the depths of the port decanter.

			At last she pushed back her chair and immediately her neighbor was on his feet, courteously helping her with a hand under her elbow. The other women followed her out of the dining room and she allowed herself to relax properly for the first time. The women posed no threat, except for boredom, and Georgiana was used to that.

			She poured tea in the salon and as soon as her companions seemed settled into noisy gossip, she went to the piano. Here at least she could find a measure of peace and quiet that would last until Godfrey arrived to demand that she play something lively, if she must play at all.

			Lost as she was in the music, she became aware only gradually of the figure standing a little away from her, his back against the sofa, arms folded, brown eyes watching her steadily. Her fingers came to rest on the keys.

			“Lord Allenton, I didn’t realize you were there.”

			“No,” he said. “I didn’t wish to disturb you. You’re an accomplished pianist, Lady Georgiana.”

			She shrugged. “Not really. I’ve known many much more accomplished than I.” She looked at him with a slight frown. “You’ve abandoned the port rather early, sir.”

			“I prefer to keep a clear head,” he said.

			“Well, you’re alone in that in this company, my lord,” she declared, closing the piano with finality as she rose from the stool. “The twelve days of Christmas lie ahead of us.”

			“You don’t sound as if the prospect pleases you overmuch,” he observed, his narrowed gaze sharp as it scrutinized her expression.

			“It’s only twelve days,” she said, brushing past him on her way back to the tea tray.

			“True.” He followed her. “And who should be chosen as Lord of Misrule tonight?”

			“It will be between Godfrey and my cousin. And they will choose my cousin . . . if they have any sense,” she said without hesitation. “He’s the only one capable of keeping control if matters run out of hand, even in his cups.”

			“Then I shall vote accordingly.” He shook his head, a frown in his eye.

			“What’s the matter?” she demanded. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“I honestly don’t know,” he admitted. “There’s just something about you . . . something familiar. I feel sure I’ve met you before, and yet I know I haven’t. You would still have been in short skirts ten years ago when I went to India.”

			“I was ten,” she said. “Of course we haven’t met. But it’s not an uncommon sensation . . . just déjà vu. So, how long were you in London after you came back from India . . . before coming up here?”

			“Four weeks only,” he said, accepting the brisk change of subject. “I thought a few weeks in the south would help to bridge the gap between India and the frozen north.” He laughed. “I doubt it worked.”

			She gave him a distracted smile as the sound of boisterous voices swelled from the hall, heralding the arrival of the rest of the gentlemen.

			“Come, come, no more of that insipid brew,” Roger Selby called as he entered, bearing two bottles of champagne. Godfrey, also bearing two bottles, was on his heels. “ ’Tis Christmas, ladies, and I decree that no more tea shall be drunk this night . . . or, indeed, any of the twelve nights of Christmas.” He flourished his bottles. “Godfrey, open yours while I open mine.”

			The corks popped and the golden wine flowed. Ned tried to engage Georgiana in conversation, but she avoided him, spending her time at her fiancé’s side, solicitously filling his glass, stroking his arm, smiling fondly. But Ned noticed that she barely touched the contents of her own glass, although she gave a skillful performance of becoming a little the worse for wear herself. He observed the scene with the dispassion of an outsider, even as he wondered what was really going on.

			The only time Georgiana approached him was toward the end of the evening. She carried a glass bowl and a handful of paper slips. “Make your choice, Lord Allenton.” She gave him a blank slip and he wrote Selby’s name, folding the paper carefully before dropping it into the bowl. She gave him a brief nod and continued around the group collecting votes.

			When she had everyone’s vote she turned slightly away from the group, making a performance of stirring up the papers, chanting some nonsense words of make-­believe magic, then she shook the bowl once again before upturning it onto the table and counting out the votes. Twelve for Selby, eight for Godfrey Belton.

			Belton looked livid, but amid the general roars of approval and the genial commiserations of the company he had little choice but to put a good face on it. Selby received the vote as his due and at last the party broke up.

			In the hall the guests lit their carrying candles from the branched candelabrum on the table at the foot of the stairs and dispersed, but Ned had a fairly good idea that there would be some movement between bedchambers. Not that it was any business of his, and all he wanted was the peace and quiet of his own apartment.

			“Good night, Lady Georgiana,” he said, lighting her candle and handing it to her, shielding the flame with his cupped palm.

			“Good night, Lord Allenton. I trust you will be comfortable.”

			“Believe me, ma’am, I would be comfortable tonight in a barn,” he said with a chuckle. “Much less a featherbed.”

			“Come, Georgiana, I shall see you to bed.” Godfrey weaved drunkenly toward them, his candle flickering wildly.

			“I can find my own way, Godfrey,” she said, deftly sidestepping onto the stairs as he lurched against the newel post. “Sleep well, sir.” And she was gone, light as air up the stairs, disappearing into the gloom at the head while her fiancé stumbled in her wake.

			Well, Godfrey Belton wouldn’t be disturbing her tonight, Ned thought. The man would be lucky to make it to his own bed in the condition he was in. He came up beside Belton and slipped a supporting hand under his elbow.

			The man looked surprised, but didn’t refuse the assistance. At the top he muttered a good night and weaved away around the galleried landing. Ned watched until he’d found a door and hammered upon it. It was opened, presumably by a waiting manservant, and Belton disappeared within.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Ned closed his bedchamber door behind him and stood for a moment savoring the orderly peace.

			“I’ve put out your nightshirt, m’lord.” Davis straightened from the fire where he’d been adjusting a log. “Will you take a glass of cognac?”

			Ned had been carefully abstemious all evening, but judged it safe now that he was alone to indulge a little. “Yes, I will, thank you, Davis. And then you may go.”

			“You’ll not be wanting me to help you to bed, sir?” Davis brought a goblet over to him, sounding a little hurt.

			“I’ve been managing for myself for many years, Davis,” Ned said with a smile, taking the goblet. “I thank you for the offer, but you’ll be glad of your own bed, I’m sure.”

			“Very well, m’lord.” Davis bowed and went to the door. “What time should I bring your shaving water in the morning, sir?”

			“Oh, not before seven,” Ned said casually, taking the scent of the cognac in the wide-­rimmed goblet with an appreciative nod.

			“Very well, sir.” Davis sounded rather hesitant as he hovered at the door. “His lordship, sir, don’t usually take breakfast before eleven.”

			“No matter,” Ned said. “I’ll break my fast with some bread and cheese. Bring it up with the hot water . . . oh, and coffee.”

			“Very well, sir. . . . Good night, sir.”

			“Good night, Davis.” Ned sat down by the fire, cradling his goblet between his hands. Such a late breakfast was hardly surprising in a household that drank as late and as heavily as this one, he reflected. He set down his glass and pulled off his cravat, tossing it to the floor before easing off his shoes, flexing his toes to the fire’s warmth.

			Had he really seen what he’d seen? But he knew he had. Georgiana had removed a handful of paper slips from the bowl during her make-­believe incantations and then, with a deft twist of her wrist, had dropped their replacements into the bowl. He would swear she’d stuffed the purloined papers into her sleeve before turning back to the room to upend the bowl on the table.

			She had intended that her guardian should win the vote. It wasn’t hard to guess why. Selby, even when drunk, remained in control. Godfrey Belton had a dangerous edge to him even sober. Drunk he would be savage. Not the man to keep the bawdy riotousness of Christmas revelry within bounds.

			Ned sipped his cognac and let his eyes close and his mind drift. When he awoke the fire was mere ashy embers, the candles were guttering, and he was cold and stiff. Cursing, he stood up and bent to rekindle the fire. He shrugged out of his coat and was about to take off his shirt when he realized that he was wide awake. He’d dozed for over an hour and it had taken the edge off his need for sleep.

			He took a sip of cognac and lit a taper in the fire’s glow to light the unused candles in the branched candlestick on the washstand. He needed a book to distract him from the tumult of thoughts now crowding his mind. Sarah Hartley . . . what awaited him in the ruins of his own house . . . Georgiana Carey.

			She, at least, would be a short-­lived distraction. As soon as he could get away from Selby Hall, she would vanish from his mind.

			He relit his carrying candle and took it to the door, opening it softly, listening to the sounds of the house. The usual creaks and groans of settling timbers, no sounds of life. He slipped into the corridor and padded in his stockinged feet to the galleried landing, where a dim light shone from a sconce in the wall above the staircase. He trod soundlessly down to the hall and into the salon. It was in darkness except for a residual glow from the ashes in the fireplace.

			He lifted his candle, sending flickering shadows around the room. Earlier that evening Georgiana had entered the salon through a side door behind the piano. His eye found it quickly. Presumably it led into the library since that was where she said she had been. And the library was where he would find a book. A faint line of light beneath the door caught his eye.

			He set down his candle on top of the piano and went to the door, pausing with his hand on the latch, wondering whether to knock. Either someone was in there or a lamp had been left lit inadvertently when the last servant had gone to bed.

			Probably the latter, Ned decided. It was close to three in the morning and he had seen his host and fellow guests go up to bed soon after one. He lifted the latch and opened the door. He heard the snap and click of a drawer closing followed by a rustling as he stepped into the room. The light came from a candle on a big square desk in the window embrasure. Georgiana stood behind the desk, her copper hair glowing richly in the flickering flame. Her face was even paler than usual and something suspiciously like panic flashed for a second in her green eyes and then vanished as she saw who it was.

			“What the devil are you doing here at this time of night?” she demanded in a fierce undertone.

			“I might ask the same of you,” he observed mildly. “As it happens I couldn’t sleep and came to find a book. It seemed the logical place to look.” He gestured to the floor-­to-­ceiling bookshelves, eyebrows raised quizzically.

			“You’re welcome to see what you can find,” she said. “I don’t think anyone’s opened one of those volumes in fifty years or more. My cousin is not bookish.”

			“And you?”

			She shrugged. “You heard my fiancé. I am altogether too much of a bookworm and bluestocking for his fancy.”

			It seemed she had abandoned her performance as the demure, compliant ward as soon as its intended audience had gone to bed. Ned grinned and perched on the arm of a chair. He crossed his legs, swinging one ankle idly as he regarded her. “So what are you doing at three in the morning, Georgie?”

			“I was looking for something,” she said, a mite defensively, he thought. “A piece of paper . . . I thought I might have dropped it behind the desk when I was in here earlier.”

			“Ah.” He nodded gravely. “I wonder why that sounds like an untruth.”

			“I can’t imagine why it should,” she snapped. “Anyway, it’s no business of yours, my lord, what I choose to do and when.”

			He nodded again. “That I will give you. But perhaps I can help you look for this . . . this paper?”

			“No, you can’t. It’s not here,” she said, stepping away from the desk, raising her hands palms forward as if to demonstrate the truth of her statement.

			“Was it important?”

			Her expression took on something of the hunted fox. “No, not in the least.”

			“One could be forgiven for thinking it must be. People don’t usually start a treasure hunt in their nightgowns in the early hours of the morning unless they’re in search of something fairly important.” He rose from the arm of the chair and crossed to the desk, moving behind it so that he was standing where she had been when he’d come in.

			He had heard the click of a hastily slammed drawer as he’d opened the door. The drawer in the desk was shut, but a piece of paper had not been properly replaced and a corner showed over the edge of the drawer.

			He opened the drawer, aware now of her sudden swift intake of breath, the flush blooming on her cheeks, the wariness in her eyes. “Something seems to have stuck,” he said, pulling the drawer out fully. “Ah, just this.” He slid the errant sheet of vellum back into the drawer, smoothing it flat over its fellows, then quietly closed the drawer again. “Should it be locked?”

			With a tiny sigh Georgiana slid a tiny gold key across the desk. He picked it up, locked the drawer, and then looked up questioningly.

			“I’ll put it away,” she said on another sigh of resignation, holding out her hand. He placed the key in her palm and she turned and went over to the bookshelves on the far wall. She selected a volume, opened it, and dropped the key into a hollow in the binding. Then she replaced the volume, standing back to examine its position.

			“I daresay your guardian needs to believe his secrets are his own,” Ned observed in neutral tones.

			“Don’t we all?” she responded flatly. “Do you intend to keep mine, Lord Allenton?”

			“Most certainly,” he replied. “Although I’d dearly like to know what’s really going on.”

			She turned to look at him, her hands clasped lightly against the thin muslin skirt of her nightgown. “Roger Selby is not an honest broker, Lord Allenton. I suggest you keep that in mind in your dealings with him.”

			“I wasn’t intending to have any dealings with him,” Ned said, distracted now by the slight swell of her breasts beneath the thin covering, and the hint of her shape revealed in the soft flow of muslin.

			“But I think he may intend to have dealings with you,” she said, seemingly oblivious of his suddenly attentive regard.

			“Is that a warning?”

			“A word to the wise,” she said. “I don’t know any details, but I do know my cousin.” Bitterness laced her words, and her jaw tensed, her nostrils flaring slightly. Then she turned to the door. “Snuff the candle when you’ve finished, Lord Allenton. I bid you good night.”

			“Georgiana . . . Georgie, wait a minute.” He stepped forward, one hand outstretched. She turned back to him.

			“Yes?”

			“Are you in some kind of trouble?”

			An amazing transformation came over her then. She began to laugh with genuine amusement. “Oh, if only you knew,” she said. “Good night, my lord.”

			And she was gone, leaving him alone, feeling rather foolish, the sounds of her laughter still echoing among the dusty volumes.

			Ned waited a few moments until he could hear only the familiar nighttime sounds of the sleeping house, then he went to the bookshelves, looking for the volume that housed the key. He hadn’t been able to see its title, but he had a fair sense of where on the shelf it was. He found it on the third try. Gulliver’s Travels. He wondered absently if there was any significance in the choice.

			He took the key to the desk and opened the drawer. He had no idea why he was prying into another man’s personal documents—and not just another man, his host to boot. A man who had welcomed him in from the blizzard with nothing but warmth and generosity. Which he was now repaying by snooping among his private papers.

			He took out the sheaf of papers and riffled through them. They seemed to refer to some kind of land deal between Selby and Godfrey Belton. A thousand hectares of lower moorland around Great Ryle. Prime land, as Ned was well aware. He had not been aware that it formed part of the Selby barony. But one way and another, Selby appeared to be giving this to Belton with no strings. There had to be strings—a property deal of this magnitude couldn’t simply be a gift. Unless it had something to do with Georgiana’s dowry. He turned the pages over, examining them closely. There was no mention of the betrothal at all.

			Very strange, but really none of his business. Ned placed the papers back carefully in order, closed and locked the drawer and returned the key to Lilliput. He yawned, aware now of bone-­deep fatigue. His second wind had clearly passed. He snuffed the candle on the desk and returned to the salon. His carrying candle on the piano had gone out so he abandoned it, picking his way back through the shadowy shapes of the furniture in the salon to the hall and up to his bedchamber.

			The fire was burning merrily and he undressed by its light, climbed up into the canopied bed and sank into the deep feathers, pulling the covers over him. The bed was cold, all residue of heat from the warming pan long dissipated, but Ned barely noticed the chill. His eyes closed without volition on the day’s dramas and mysteries. Tomorrow’s would wait.

			But his last conscious image was of the slender figure lit from behind by the candle, the shadow of her body, fluid beneath the clinging folds of muslin, the swell of her breasts and the hint of their darkened peaks.

			* * *

			Georgiana stood shivering in front of her own fire. She’d been in such a fever to get down to the library as soon as the house was safely asleep she’d neglected to wear her dressing gown, and she was now freezing. Not that it had done her much good. The will had not been in the desk, as she’d hoped. And any further search had been prevented by the viscount’s inopportune appearance in the library.

			Inopportune, but not necessarily unwelcome, she was forced to admit. It had been so long since she’d had a civilized conversation with a civilized man, one who understood the world she had come from. And Edward Vasey was very personable. She’d have to be blind not to notice that. Of course, it could just be the contrast between his manners and those of her cousin’s other guests—not to mention those of the execrable and unmentionable Godfrey Belton. But it was more than that.
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