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CHAPTER ONE


“OY, MISSY … ”


Horace’s harsh voice came from behind her, raising the hair on the back of her neck. Eliza had made it to the top of the stairs leading to the back door, but there was no way she would make it out now.


“Don’t ya run from me. I told ya t’ go pack yar crap. Wilkins will be ’ere in an hour.”


With Horace breathing down her neck, there was nothing to be gained by running. Eliza swung around to face him and did her best to stand her ground. “I told him no, and I’m telling you again: I’m not going with him!”


She braced for the backhand she knew would follow. Sure enough, pain exploded down the right side of her face, and she flew against the wall three steps behind her. God, how had her mother put up with this for six years?


Horace was of medium build, thickly muscled and broad-shouldered. If one didn’t know what a brute he was, one might even think him handsome. But all Eliza could see was his lust for violence. She tried to straighten, but he pushed her back against the wall and ground his groin into her belly. He smelled of stale ale and sweat, and she could feel his manhood swelling as he rubbed against her.


“Wilkins paid me twenty quid for yar li’l virginal cunt, so ’e owns ya now.”


Outrage overrode pain and disgust, and she pushed at him hard enough to force him back a step. “You sold me to Pig Face? You truly are despicable!”


His face twisted with hate and his open hand connected painfully with the other side of her face. Wilkins and Horace were birds of a feather, best mates so to speak, and calling Wilkins “Pig Face” was sure to get his goat—she should have thought of that.


“Always with the big bloody words. Ya’re nothing but a tavern wench, but ya won’t go with the customers and ya won’t let me between them lily-white thighs. What the fuck did ya ’spect me ta do with ya?”


He was screaming at her at the top of his voice now. Through the haze of pain, Eliza heard Lynn chime in from the bottom of the stairs.


“Just lock ’er in the cellar, love. Let Wilkins deal with ’er when ’e gets ’ere.”


Eliza ignored her. In for a penny, in for a pound. She might as well get him good and mad now—maybe Wilkins wouldn’t want her if she was all bruised up. Correcting his pronunciation, she countered, “I expected you to ignore me, but even that was obviously hoping for too much.”


Grabbing her by the hair, he dragged her down the stairs and along the corridor toward the store cellar door. “Ignore a bit of all right like you? Not bloody likely. But I ’ad enough of ya stalking about the place like ya bloody own it and looking down yar nose at me.”


The cellar door loomed before her. Eliza tried with one hand to yank her hair out of Horace’s grip and braced herself with the other against the door frame. She could not let him lock her up down there.


She knew why he was so keen to get rid of her—she was the only obstacle to his full ownership of the inn. Her father had left the inn to Eliza and her mother in his will. That meant, now her mother was gone, it should be hers. But if it bought her freedom from Wilkins, she would give up all claim to it. “You can have the inn. Just don’t make me go with Pig Face.”


Eliza couldn’t quite keep the desperation out of her voice, and the way he chuckled in her ear confirmed how much he liked hearing it. “Too late, Liza, he paid me coin for ya.”


Lynn cackled behind her. “He owns a mill and ’e’s willin’ ta marry ya. What the fuck’s yar problem?”


With that she kicked Eliza hard in the small of her back, sending her flying down the short flight of stairs into the cellar, where she landed on a heap of coal. She heard something crack inside her, then a strange kind of prickly sound accompanied the darkness trying to claim her before she was pulled back by Lynn’s shrill laughter. “Prince Charmin’s all out of glass slippers, ya stupid cunt.”


Eliza got up, white-hot rage giving her the courage to taunt them into killing her right then. A quick death would be better than having to endure Wilkins and dying at his filthy hands. “I’m gonna make you pay for this and everything you ever did to my mum, you greedy, wife-murdering clods.”


Something solid slammed into her arm with such force it lifted her off her feet. She heard another crack and pain exploded all through her. This time she didn’t think she would be able to get up again. She lay limp, waiting for Horace to deal her the deathblow. But it didn’t come.


Instead she felt Horace’s fetid breath fan over the side of her face as he whispered in her ear. “I wanna fuck ya and kick the living shit out of ya all at the same time, but Wilkins paid to be the first in yar snatch and ’e wants ya still breathin’, so I’ll leave ya to contemplate yar future … see, I know some big words too.”


She heard him climb the stairs, slam the door, and throw the bolt. And then, when she was sure she was alone, she gave herself up to despair. Hot tears streaked down her aching face as she let herself rest against the mountain of coal at her back. Something warm and sticky seeped into her collar, and she wondered if the cut was big enough for her to bleed out.


“I’m sorry, Mum. I tried.”


She lifted her eyes to the ceiling, wishing she wasn’t so completely alone in the world. “But how do you expect me … ” She frowned at the usually pitch-dark upper left corner of the room and caught her breath. The coal chute had been left open and the mountain of coal reached almost to the top. Horace couldn’t have known. They certainly hadn’t noticed it before. It was growing dark out, and the opening did not add much light. Could she get up? Did she dare to hope she could make it out of the cellar, away from the inn and the fate Horace had arranged for her?


She might as well try. She had nothing more to lose.





CHAPTER TWO


JUST NORTH OF HAMPSTEAD, NOVEMBER 1819


The last pale light of the day filtered through the bare trees onto the road and the two men traveling it in an elegant open sports carriage. The jingle of the harness preceded their passage, the sound of the horses’ hooves muted by the leaves blanketing the road. One man did his best to nap on the high seat, but the vehicle’s driver seemed to thoroughly enjoy his occupation and the way the gathering darkness drained the color from the forest around them. A light rain had fallen earlier, and the damp soil smelled rich and fertile. It was a perfect evening to drive the last remaining miles to London.


The driver was Sir Henry March, knighted for his services to the crown during the campaign against the Corsican megalomaniac—although nobody cared to speculate on what exactly he had done to warrant that knighthood.


Beyond being a knight of the realm, Henry was a classical scholar, a notorious libertine, and the responsible owner of four estates, who could trace his lineage to William the Conqueror.


He was a handsome man. His nose was straight, his sandy hair was cut short and reached down into short-cropped sideburns, and his lips were neither too thick nor too thin. However, his jaw had a determined set to it, and even when he was otherwise relaxed, his blue eyes were intense.


His person was presently obscured by a calf-length, multi-caped greatcoat and a carriage blanket thrown over his knees against the November chill. But it was generally agreed that he cut an impressive figure, even if his clothes tended to be comfortable rather than fashionable.


They had just left the lights of a small roadside inn behind them and were turning up the hill toward Hampstead Village when Henry became aware of a shadowy figure scurrying along the road in front of them.


At the sound of the horses, the woman visibly startled, then ran as if the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels. She was bent forward as if aged, and her gait was unsteady. But the face that turned over her shoulder to see who followed her was young and utterly terrified. In her haste to get away from whomever she was trying to outrun, she stumbled over the hem of her soiled and tattered skirts and yelped in pain when her knee hit the gravel on the road.


Henry found it impossible to ignore the woman’s obvious distress. He stopped just ahead of her, handed the ribbons to his groom, and jumped down to see what he could do for her.


Even once he was standing next to her and she could see him clearly, she continued to look behind her as she tried to get back on her feet, as if unafraid of Henry but terrified at what could still be behind. Henry put a hand under her arm to help her up, but she winced and drew in a sharp breath. He tried gently placing his arm around her waist to steady her, eliciting another pained noise as she sagged against him.


She was small and light, and a sense of unease crept over him as he examined her more closely. Her waist was trim under his hand, and luscious dark curls framed her face—a face that showed unmistakable signs of a beating. Her lip was split and her jaw had begun to discolor. There was a welt on her forehead and her left eye was almost swollen shut. Her hands and clothes were blackened with what appeared to be coal dust, and she was clad in only a simple peasant skirt and blouse, while her shoes were missing altogether.


“Good God,” Henry breathed. He quickly decided, whatever her story was, he could not turn his back on her. “You’re injured; can I take you somewhere? To someone who will help you?”


She shook her head, which obviously hurt, and squeezed out between clenched teeth, “I just need to get away.”


The girl obviously wasn’t thinking clearly, so Henry probed for more information. “From whom or where?”


She was barely holding herself upright now, but her voice was full of contempt. “My stepfather at the inn.” She indicated behind her and sagged farther against him as she lost her footing again. Henry could feel as well as see her injuries were serious.


“Did he do this to you?”


She almost spat out her next words. “Him and his new missus. But I’ll not marry that bastard Wilkins. I’ll die first.”


She then truly spat on the ground for emphasis, her eyes blazing with a need to defy her fate that struck a chord with Henry.


He answered her with a calm he did not feel. “Well, if you stay out here alone and in this state for much longer, you probably will.” He smiled down at her, hoping to reassure her. “You had better come with me so my housekeeper can have a look at you.”


She twisted to look at him for a moment as if to assess whether she would get herself into even worse trouble by going with him, then shrugged. “I think I’d rather the devil I don’t know.”


Henry couldn’t suppress a wry grin. “That’s the spirit.”


He led her to the curricle without further delay, and when her knees buckled, he simply lifted her into his arms and boosted her up to Roberts on the seat. She was too light for her frame, and he wondered what other methods her stepfather had employed to bend her to his will.


Pulling himself up onto the driver’s seat next to her, he realized he had neglected to introduce himself.


“I’m Henry March, by the way. Can you tell me your name?”


“Eliza.” Her voice was weak now, the fight having gone completely out of her.


Henry wrapped the carriage blanket around her before he took the ribbons from his groom, Roberts, who then swung himself around onto the box seat behind. Henry urged the team into a trot, despite the gathering darkness and the girl’s unsteady hold on consciousness. He tucked her uninjured arm through his and urged her to lean on him as he drove them toward London and his Mayfair home.


THEY ARRIVED AT THE TOWN house on Cavendish Square a little over an hour later with the girl barely conscious. Roberts jumped down first to knock on the door, then took the horses’ heads, while Henry nudged Eliza awake. She straightened enough for him to climb down to the pavement, but as he turned to assist her, she almost fell off the high seat, so he lifted her down.


The door opened as Henry carried the girl up the front steps. William, the footman, had no trouble comprehending the urgency of the situation and preceded his master and former captain to the first available guest room on the second floor. There, Henry entrusted Eliza into the care of Mrs. Tibbit, his housekeeper, who had appeared at his side halfway up the stairs.


Mrs. Tibbit was an efficient woman with a kind heart and a serious dislike of anybody who treated another female with violence. Having left the girl in such capable hands, Henry retreated to his private sitting room down the hall to pour himself a stiff drink.


MRS. TIBBIT FOUND HIM THERE less than half an hour later, slouched into one of the big leather armchairs by the fire, visiting with his old friend Shakespeare. She spared a disapproving glance for the tomes littering the floor around him and the booted feet comfortably propped on the chair opposite. Looking up from his book, Henry grinned at the old retainer’s obvious disapproval, secure in her affection for him. Mrs. Tibbit shook her head, acknowledging that at thirty-one years of age he was too old for her to scold, and heaved a heavy sigh. “I think we best call the doctor, if you don’t mind, sir.”


“Oh, are the girl’s injuries beyond your capability, Mrs. Tibbit?” he teased gently.


The narrow-eyed look his housekeeper bestowed on him said much about what she thought of him questioning her abilities and teasing at a time like this. “Well, sir, we cleaned her, and I patched her cuts and bruises as best I could with basilicum powder and arnica cream, and I’m making her an infusion for the pain. But I can’t set any broken bones, and the gash to the back of her head is too big for me to stitch.”


Henry winced at this matter-of-fact description of Eliza’s injuries. “By all means, call for the doctor, but make sure nobody mentions I brought home an injured girl. The brute who did this to her may well be looking for her.”


Mrs. Tibbit’s round eyes blazed with indignation and the desire to protect the mistreated girl. “I’ll send William to the doctor and make sure everybody keeps their mouths shut down at the pub. The poor mite! Do you know who did this?”


All hints of playfulness had left Henry’s demeanor. “She says it was her stepfather and his wife. And she mentioned a man called Wilkins they want her to marry.”


The housekeeper nodded as if that explained everything and turned toward the door. “Well, they won’t find her here. I’ll make sure of that.”


Henry knew she ruled her kingdom belowstairs like a benevolent queen, so he didn’t doubt their guest’s safety. “Thank you. And send the good doctor to me after he has done what he can for Miss Eliza.”


Mrs. Tibbit headed for the door without being dismissed and threw her next words over her shoulder with complete disregard for proper address and ceremony. “Will do.”


Henry grinned and mused—not for the first time—that her familiarity would not be tolerated in any other household. But then again, they had known each other since he was five months old, and he supposed it was progress she no longer told him to sit up straight and pick up after himself.


TWO HOURS LATER, HENRY WAS lingering in the dining room over his after-dinner cigar when Dr. Hartcastle found him. The good doctor took the glass of port Henry offered, confirmed Mrs. Tibbit’s assessment of the broken arm, and lamented that it had taken seven stitches to close the gash at the nape of the girl’s neck. Beyond that, the doctor reported two broken ribs and revealed Eliza’s dizziness was caused by a concussion. Recommending she stay abed for at least a fortnight, he informed Henry he had given Eliza laudanum for the pain. He also left arnica drops to be taken three times daily, to combat any internal injuries.


Henry was assured he would return the next day to check on the girl’s progress. Before he left, the good doctor took it upon himself to tell Henry earnestly that, in his opinion, Henry had saved the young woman’s life.


Dr. Hartcastle said it as if Henry ought to be congratulated, but having noticed her at the side of the road, Henry could not have left her to her fate; and now that she was under his roof, he felt responsible for her. It seemed she had no one else. Henry resolved to find out Eliza’s full story as soon as possible.


ONCE DR. HARTCASTLE LEFT, HENRY climbed the stairs to look in on his guest. He entered the comfortable second-floor bedroom quietly and found Mrs. Tibbit sitting by the fire doing her mending. The bed in this room, although big enough and made of rich, dark cherry wood, had no curtains to be drawn around it. In order not to disturb the girl’s slumber, Mrs. Tibbit had angled her armchair to shade the single candle she had lit so she could work.


She smiled up at Henry. “She’s resting easy now.”


Henry stood next to the bed and gently brushed a dark brown curl out of the girl’s bruised and battered face. “I have seen some truly horrendous things on and off the battlefield in Spain and France, but this somehow seems worse.”


Mrs. Tibbit snorted her disgust. “Ay, there’s no justifying this one. Can’t blame it on war or hate between enemies. The person who was supposed to keep her safe did that.”


Henry nodded and idly fingered a silver locket that had been placed on the nightstand. “Is this hers?” he asked, holding it up.


“Ay, I found it pinned to the inside of her corset. It’s nice work and there’s a lock of hair in it.”


He studied the fine floral motif engraved on both sides of the ornament and opened it to look for an inscription. It was a long shot, since only people who could read and write bothered to inscribe their possessions, but when he lifted out the lock of coarse brown hair, he found a dedication: All my love, Ted and the date 1799.


Had it been a betrothal present? Perhaps Ted was the girl’s father and the locket had belonged to her mother. It seemed likely. When had things started to go so terribly wrong for Eliza?


He placed the locket back on the night stand. The more he found out about the girl, the more curious he became. Turning to Mrs. Tibbit, he instructed softly, “Make sure she knows it’s safe as soon as she wakes up. She obviously went through some trouble to keep it from her despicable stepfather.”


Mrs. Tibbit nodded without bothering to glance up from her stitching as he moved to the door.


“And get one of the girls to sit with her so you can get some rest. Good night, Tibby.”


She smiled at the use of his childhood name for her. “Will do. Good night.”


WHILE ELIZA SLEPT THE NEXT day away in a laudanum haze, Henry caught up on his affairs. The autumn round of his estates had taken him from Brighton in the south, to Berkshire and Lincolnshire, all the way to Norfolk, and back to London. It was no small thing to oversee the running of four prosperous estates, but besides his land, Henry had several financial investments also demanding his attention. In the six weeks of his absence, a veritable mountain of mail had accumulated on his desk, and Henry promised himself he would give it its due attention right after he had completed his duty to the crown.


In that spirit, a summons from his superior to give his report in person was heeded first and without delay. Once the Old Man was satisfied everything had been done to strike yet another suspect off their list, Henry made his bow to his godmother and then paid his man of business a visit to discuss his finances.


The following day, after checking on his houseguest and finding her still deep in slumber, Henry cloistered himself in his library to sort through his mountain of mail. His spectacles on his nose, he worked systematically through the pile, answering queries as needed, and was glad when he reached for the last missive around four in the afternoon. Recognizing his cousin Arthur’s handwriting as well as his ducal coat of arms on the seal, Henry smiled at the thought the missive might contain news of his daughter, Emily. But instead it was an open invitation to dine at his cousin’s residence as soon as Henry returned to London. Henry buried his disappointment and sent a note to the ducal palace on St. James’s Square, informing his cousin of his return. Two hours later, Henry strolled through the now-dark but still bustling streets of Mayfair to join his cousin Arthur, the Duke of Avon, for dinner.


A BLUE-AND SILVER-LIVERIED FOOTMAN ushered Henry into the magnificent marble foyer, illuminated by the refracting light of a chandelier. There he was greeted by the family’s butler, Higgins.


“Good evening, Sir Henry. His Grace awaits you in his study.”


Henry handed his hat, walking stick, and greatcoat to the aging retainer and let his eyes wander over his mother’s ancestors lining the walls. “Thank you, Higgins. No need to announce me, I know my way.”


Higgins bowed. “Of course you do, sir.” But he still preceded Henry down the hall to announce him. “Sir Henry, Your Grace!”


Arthur Redwick rose from behind his desk and strode forward with his hand outstretched in greeting. “Henry, I’m so glad you could join me tonight.”


Henry smiled warmly and shook his cousin’s hand. “Hello, Arthur. How is everyone at Avon?”


The Duke of Avon was a somber man by nature, his countenance perfectly suited to his political aspirations. He was a decade older than Henry, but the years had been good to him. The duke had hazel eyes and was perhaps an inch shorter than Henry, but shared his broad shoulders, sandy hair, and even features.


“Last I heard, everyone was in excellent spirits. Did Emily forget to write again?”


Henry followed his host to the sofa in front of the fire and took the brandy Arthur poured for him. “I had a letter from her in Norfolk, but that was two weeks ago.”


“Ah, my information is only three days old. Your trip seemed rather longer than usual.”


Henry heard the underlying question and contemplated how much to tell his cousin. Arthur was one of the few people who knew what Henry had done during the war, what he still did for the crown, but for everybody’s safety, it was better to keep his own counsel in this instance. “I just had to stop off in Norwich to tie up a few loose ends.”


The duke shot Henry a sharp look but only nodded, and a moment later, Higgins entered to announce dinner was ready to be served.


They shared an excellent meal and pleasant conversation, but never ventured beyond the commonplace, until the dishes had been cleared away and the servants had left them alone with their brandy and a box of fine cigars.


Arthur took a sip of the amber liquid in his glass and lifted his finger. “By the bye, Henry, you may have to write to your Emily again concerning her tendency to outwit her groom. The poor man does his best to keep up with her, but he reported last week that she had gotten away from him three times in the last month. Bertie is usually a willing participant in her adventures, but he is only two years older than she, and at fourteen he is not capable of protecting her, nor himself for that matter.”


Henry watched his cousin carefully. His daughter’s regular bids for freedom were nothing new, and neither were the duchess’s pleas to curb her wild streak, but for the request to come from the duke piqued his interest. “Oh, any particular reason for your concern?”


The duke shot him a wry smile. “Not much gets past you, does it?”


Henry grinned in response and waited patiently for his cousin to come to the point.


The duke rested his elbows on the linen-covered table, steepled his fingers in front of him, and weighed his words like only a politician could. “Under normal circumstances I would not be concerned, but I am working on a bill that will be contentious, and it has come to my attention that questions have been asked about my family, particularly the comings and goings of the children.”


Henry didn’t move, his brow slightly furrowed in concern. “You think someone is trying to intimidate you by threatening our family?”


Arthur shook his head decisively. “No threats have been made. Just a few questions strange enough to prompt my stable master to report them to me.”


Henry moved forward, mirroring his cousin’s pose. “How strange are the questions, and who is asking them?”


Arthur met Henry’s gaze steadily. “The questions are about the children. Where they go and when, and if they ever do it alone. As to who is asking: a groom from the livery stable in Woodborough. He is related to one of my footmen and therefore a fairly frequent visitor.”


Henry considered that for a moment. “And you couldn’t just put a stop to his visits?”


Arthur tapped his steepled fingers against each other and pursed his lips. “I would rather not curtail visits to the estate, especially so close to Christmas. Happy servants make for a well-run house, after all.”


Henry’s mouth quirked up in a crooked smile. “Besides, that wouldn’t stop them from meeting in the pub. I see what you mean; it’s best to tell the children not to venture out alone. I don’t suppose you want to tell me what your bill is about.”


“I would rather not,” was the duke’s only response.


Henry knew his cousin well enough to know he had said as much on the subject as he was willing to, and Henry respected that. The whole thing was probably nothing more than a few gossiping servants. He wasn’t worried about his daughter’s safety, but he would write to Emily all the same. There was no point in tempting fate.


The two men enjoyed their smoke and each other’s company for a while longer until the duke pleaded fatigue and Henry went home to write a letter to Emily.





CHAPTER THREE


THE THIRD DAY AFTER HENRY BROUGHT ELIZA to his house, she seemed somewhat improved, but her mind was still clouded by the laudanum, making conversation almost impossible. Henry sat with her for a while in her darkened room and gently tried to ask her a few questions, but when she nodded off on him for the third time, he admitted defeat.


On the fourth day, however, Mrs. Tibbit sought out Henry in the breakfast room at the back of the house to inform him their guest had refused the morning dose of laudanum and was sitting up in bed. Mrs. Tibbit further reported proudly that Eliza had consumed a sizable breakfast, and then left him to his morning coffee.


Encouraged by the news, Henry decided on a visit to his charge.


WHAT HE FOUND WAS A young woman so remarkably pretty, despite the bruises in various shades of yellow and green, that Henry paused on the threshold, admiring the picture in front of him.


The two tall sash windows let in autumn’s golden sunlight and gave the chamber a bright and airy feel. Lace curtains added a feminine touch to soften the effect of light green drapes, white walls, and cherry wood furniture. Mrs. Tibbit sat by the window with her mending, chatting to the girl.


Smiling, Henry leaned against the door frame in his shirt sleeves, tan-colored breeches, and waistcoat. Eliza’s shiny dark brown curls tumbling all around her were in stark contrast to the crisp white of the pillows she was propped up against. Her features were delicate and animated, and her eyes, as they turned toward him, were a clear and luminous brown. She reached out her hand with an answering smile.


“You are Sir Henry, aren’t you.”


It was more of a statement than a question, and he nodded in answer.


“You brought me here, and the doctor says I would’ve died if you hadn’t found me, so I guess I owe you my life.” She extended her hand farther to offer it to him, the gesture clearly an effort. “How can I ever thank you? Just saying it hardly seems enough.”


Henry moved across the room and took her outstretched hand, uncomfortable with the signs of pain on her beautiful face. Eliza shook his hand, but was at a loss as to what else to say, so she lifted his hand and kissed it.


Taken aback by the gesture, Henry retracted his hand and hastened to assure her, “You don’t owe me anything; I only did what any decent human being would have done.”


A fierceness entered her eyes he didn’t know how to read. “No, you saved my life.”


“I’m sure—” he started.


But Eliza shook her head, suddenly looking utterly desolate, her voice barely a whisper. “Nobody helped me when they did this to me. Not even the people I’ve known all my life, the people I thought were my friends.”


Henry was close enough to hear the hitch in her voice and leaned down to place a gentle hand on the crown of her head. She raised her eyes, bright with unshed tears, then swallowed hard and managed a tiny smile. Henry could not help but admire her courage and spirit, and wondered what it would be like to see that spirit fly.


“From now on you have friends willing to defend you, should the need arise again.”


Mrs. Tibbit seconded the notion with a resolute nod, but Eliza searched his face for a moment, as if unsure whether he meant what he said. Evidently there was nothing in his expression to urge caution, so she relaxed back into her pillows.


Henry pulled a chair next to the bed and seated himself. “You told me your stepfather beat you in order to force you to marry somebody by the name of Wilkins. Can you tell me how you came to be in such a wretched situation?”


She shook her head in resignation and looked up at him. “It’s not so unusual a story. Are you sure you want to hear the whole sorry mess?”


He held her gaze, and his expression softened. “I find I have a need to know.”


Eliza had no reason to trust people, but his eyes held a smile, and she felt safe with him in his house. She found she wanted him to know her story, but where to begin? She decided on her name. “My name’s Eliza Broad. Everybody calls me Liza, but I like Eliza better.”


Henry grinned at the hint of challenge in her statement. “Duly noted, Eliza.”


She smiled her appreciation, and he nodded for her to continue.


“I was born in The Cat and Fiddle just outside Hampstead, and I remember being happy there before my dad died when I was ten. He left the inn to my mum, and from what I could see, she made a good go of it. But it’s hard for a woman alone to keep order in a busy taproom, so she hired a man who took care of all the rowdies and the heavy work.”


Henry noticed Eliza made a credible effort to keep the countrified lilt out of her voice and silently commended whoever had taught her.


“He was always respectful to her, did his job well, and was even nice to me, so when he asked my mum to marry him, she said yes, thinking it would be a good thing for us.” Eliza’s jaw set in a hard line, and all joy was sucked out of her eyes. “It didn’t take Horace long after the ceremony to show his true colors. He didn’t like that my mum knew her letters and was teaching them to me. He didn’t like that she was better at keeping the books. He didn’t like when other men looked at her, and most of all he didn’t like me.”


Her voice dropped to a monotone, and she seemed completely absorbed in ironing pleats into the bedcovers with her fingernails. “And then the beatings started. I could stay out of his way, mostly. But my mum, she was his wife and had the inn to run, which of course he now considered to be his. Six years of dodging his fists and listening to him do things to her in the room next to mine.”


Eliza swallowed hard before she pushed out the next sentence. “Her eyes were dead long before he pushed her down the stairs and broke her neck.”


Henry’s jaw clenched tight, his fists itching to seek revenge for her. But when he looked across the room at Mrs. Tibbit, whose eyes were filled with the kind of bitter comprehension that came from experience, he quelled his violent thoughts in favor of turning his attention back to Eliza.


Eliza’s head was bowed, and a tear had found its way down her nose. She wiped it with the back of her hand, took a deep breath, and continued. “I half expected Horace to start in on me, but he took up with one of the barmaids before my mum was even buried. Not that that would stop him from tupping someone else, but he is always quick to see a chance to make a few bob. When Wilkins asked him for me—even though I had told him ‘no’ more than once—he apparently sold me to the sod.”


Henry briefly wondered how much experience she might have with the opposite sex, but dismissed the thought as unimportant at the moment.


Eliza’s eyes blazed with anger when she looked up at him again. “I kept refusing to go with him, and that made Horace stinking mad. Turns out he had already taken Wilkins’s coin and had no plans to give it back on my account, so he and Lynn beat me and locked me in the cellar. I guess they thought when Wilkins came for me, I would go with him just to get away from them. But I know Wilkins. He’s a big burly brute who’s already buried two wives. Beats his horse and his dog too. I wasn’t going to stick around to wait for him to come and use me as a punching bag and God knows what else. I climbed up the coal chute and stumbled away as fast and best I could, and that’s when you found me.”


Eliza met Henry’s gaze with gratitude in her eyes, but also weariness. The telling of her story had taken its toll, and she obviously worried they might be looking for her. Henry covered both of her hands with his. “It’s all right, they won’t find you here.”


It seemed a woefully inadequate thing to say in light of what she had suffered, but she smiled her appreciation and held on to his hand when he rose.


“Rest now! I’ll come back this afternoon, and we can play a hand of cards, or perhaps you would like me to read to you.”


Her eyes lit up. “Oh, do you have any books other than the Bible? That’s the only book my mum had.”


Henry smiled at her excitement, eager to share his beloved books with her. “I might have one or two.”


At this Mrs. Tibbit gave a shout of laughter. “Ha, one or two thousand he means. I have to keep the bloody things dust-and mold-free.”


“Come now, Mrs. Tibbit, you like the occasional novel!” he teased as he strolled out of the room.


WHILE ELIZA POURED HER STORY out to Henry, across town, in a little street just off the Strand, a burly, surly-looking man pulled up outside a busy pub, climbed off his cart, and handed the reins to a street urchin with the promise of a penny. He stepped into the dark interior of the bar and headed straight for a table in the back.


The dapper-looking gentleman who sat there nursing a pint eyed him with polite inquiry. “What brings ya to town, Wilkins? It ain’t market day, and I don’t recall sendin’ for ya.”


Wilkins sat without waiting for an invitation, causing the other man to raise a displeased eyebrow. “I ’ave to talk to ya, Hobbs! That’s what.”


Hobbs made a gesture as if to invite Wilkins to sit. Wilkins’s brow wrinkled in confusion, which made Hobbs smile. “By all means, mate, talk!”


Wilkins pulled on his less-than-pristine neckcloth and tried to get the barmaid’s attention. “Got t’ wet me whistle first.”


Hobbs, with growing impatience, snapped his fingers and commanded, “Bets, get the bloke a pint.”


Wilkins, oblivious to Hobbs’s mood, nodded his thanks and geared up to unburden himself. “Remember you tellin’ me to come to ya if I ever ’ad a favor to ask?”


Hobbs declined his head slowly, a sly smile taking up residence on his lips. “Ya want that virgin we talked about?”


Wilkins scratched the stubble on his chin. “Well, I got me own, but the stupid bint ran away before I could pick ’er up, and now Horace won’t give me twenty quid back. Says if I want it I should get it off the toff that picked ’er up off the street. But all I found out from the lads in Hampstead is that some Sir somethin’ or other picked ’er up and that ’e lives somewhere in the posh parts near the park. I need ya to ’elp me find Liza.”


At the mention of the girl’s name, sudden interest flickered in Hobbs’s eyes. “That wouldn’t be the same pretty li’l package with the dark curly ’air you told me to stay clear of, would it?”


Wilkins just nodded while Hobbs fiddled with one of the many fobs on his watch chain. His eyes were cold and calculating. “If I know anythin’ about them rich pricks, then she ain’t no virgin no more. You still want ’er anyways?”


Wilkins smiled a rather disturbing smile. “Horace gave ’er a good beatin’ before he locked ’er up. She won’t be pretty enough for anybody to want ’er for a while.”


Hobbs assessed Wilkins for a moment and then adjusted his cuffs and sleeves with an air of finality. “All right, mate. I’ll send me boys out and ’elp ya find ’er. But if it turns out she spread ’er legs for ’er knight in shinin’ fucking armor, I’ll give ya yar twenty quid and let ya ’elp me introduce ’er to the trade. Sound good?”


Wilkins grinned. “Too right, it does.”


The two men shook on the deal and called for another pint.


AS PROMISED, HENRY RETURNED TO Eliza’s bedroom in the afternoon with a selection of books and a deck of cards. He deposited these treasures on the bed, and Eliza immediately seized Henry’s beautifully bound and illustrated copy of The Arabian Nights.


It was a heavy book, leather-bound and oversized. Eliza would have had trouble holding it at the best of times, let alone turning the pages and reading it, but with two broken ribs it was impossible. She made a valiant effort, but had to admit defeat when the pain radiating from her ribcage threatened to take her breath away. Realizing her dilemma, Henry took the book from her and arranged his chair so he could hold up the volume while she studied the pictures gracing each page.


Completely fascinated, Eliza trailed gentle fingers over a picture of Aladdin in his cave. “I didn’t know books like this existed. Look at the way the picture is drawn, and the colors so bright.”


Henry corrected her gently, hoping she would be as interested as he was in finding out how things were made. “It’s a print, in fact. The drawing is carved into wood, then dipped in ink and pressed on the page, and then other carved blocks of wood are used to fill in the colors.”


Eliza looked at him with wide eyes full of longing. “That’s amazing. It’s the most beautiful thing I ever saw. Would you let me read the stories when I’m well enough to hold the book?”


Henry saw no reason for her to wait that long and took it upon himself to read the first story to her. She listened with rapt attention, her eyes sparkling with excitement, her lips parted in awe, and Henry could not think of a place he would rather be. When she finally fell asleep, he left the book on her nightstand and tiptoed out of the room.


HAVING ALREADY ATTENDED TO HIS urgent business, and with most of his friends out hunting in the country, Henry was at leisure to spend a considerable amount of time with his intriguing houseguest. They whiled away many hours together, during which Henry shared some of his favorite stories with Eliza. Scheherazade’s beguiling tales were followed by Rob Roy and then the charming characters populating Miss Austen’s work.


When they could find a third player for commerce, or even a fourth for whist, they played cards, and so the days of Eliza’s convalescence were spent happily enough.


Once Eliza could sit up for longer periods of time, Henry taught her how to play chess, finding her a worthy opponent. For the times when he had to attend to his affairs, he found lightweight volumes of popular novels, which she devoured with increasing speed.


She loved Shakespeare and laughed at Byron. Mrs. Radcliffe’s overwrought romantic heroines made her huff with impatience. But when Henry brought her a copy of Frankenstein, she read through the night in spellbound horror and bombarded him with questions concerning the scientific feasibility of the book’s premise the next morning. Henry did his best not to laugh and reassured her that, to his knowledge, no one had attempted to make a monster out of body parts yet. He introduced her to the literary notion of an allegory, and from there they went on to discuss the Greek myth of Prometheus. Eliza concluded that both tales were not unlike that of “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” a story she had heard from her father many times.


In short, she showed intelligence and understanding, and Henry felt more drawn to her each day.





CHAPTER FOUR


IT TOOK TWO MORE WEEKS BEFORE THE DOCTOR allowed Eliza out of bed. She was positively giddy at the prospect of ending her confinement and exploring Sir Henry’s house beyond the beautiful chamber in which she had spent the past fortnight and more.


Having ventured to the window once or twice on her way back from a trip to the chamber pot, Eliza had watched a few red-golden leaves fall in the square below, but she had never lingered long.


She would have liked to sit on the dainty chair in front of the writing desk between the two windows to watch the children at play below, but sitting had proved far more uncomfortable then standing or even walking. What she had glimpsed, however, had convinced her the houses around the square were rather grand, and it made her all the more curious about the house she was in.


Henry, always willing to abet her curiosity, suggested she come downstairs for afternoon tea and perhaps a turn about the garden if she felt strong enough. But by the time Henry knocked on Eliza’s door to escort her to the drawing room, a cold and gloomy drizzle had replaced the earlier sunshine.


Eliza had dressed with the help of the maid, donning one of the gowns Henry had urged Mrs. Tibbit to buy for her. The soft blue wool dress Eliza had chosen for the occasion was the most luxurious garment she had ever worn, and she couldn’t help but feel pretty in it. Dressing had been an adventure in itself since her arm was still in a sling, but her ribs for the most part felt better.


According to the doctor, it would take no longer then six weeks for her to be healed completely, and Mrs. Tibbit had promised to help her find a good position in a respectable house, but whether that would be enough to keep her safe from Wilkins and Horace was anybody’s guess.


Eliza wasn’t naïve enough to think she could remain in a single gentleman’s household beyond her recovery from her injuries, so she was grateful for the offer of assistance in finding work. With an uncertain future ahead of her, Eliza intended to fully enjoy the situation in which she presently found herself. After all, Sir Henry was handsome and kind, and for Eliza from The Cat and Fiddle to be convalescing in his Mayfair home with him for company was a tale almost worthy of Scheherazade telling her bloodthirsty sultan.


Eliza opened the door to Henry, hoping to please him with her appearance as much as with her progress in regaining her health.


Henry, for once wearing a full suit, was resplendent in an exquisitely cut dark blue jacket, a gray waistcoat, and gray pantaloons. His pristine white neckcloth was held together by a gold pin, and gold cufflinks winked from his wrists. He sketched her a little bow and offered his arm for the walk downstairs, surprising her with his courtly manners. “Good afternoon. Are you ready to depart, Miss Broad?” Henry smiled down at her, acting like a proper escort while letting an admiring eye roam over her figure in the form-fitting gown. “And may I just say how well you look in blue.”


Eliza attempted a small curtsy, her eyes sparkling with amusement as well as appreciation of his gallantry. “Why, thank you, Sir Henry! And may I remark how respectable you look with your necktie all tidy and your jacket all buttoned up.”


He grinned at her with the easy camaraderie they had built over the past fortnight. “Cheeky! Is it so wrong to want to be comfortable in my own home?”


She grinned right back at him. “It’s a good thing I’m not some simpering society miss. I might have fainted seeing you strutting about in your shirtsleeves in my bedroom.” She gave him the same kind of surreptitious once-over he had indulged in earlier. “But you do clean up rather nicely.”


Henry’s laughter filled the corridor as they strolled toward the front staircase. He stopped, stood back a step, and took another appraising look at her.


She was slender and of medium height; her breasts sat high and filled out her dress to perfection. The bruises were all gone now, and the big brown eyes dominating her face held a hint of mischief. Her dark curls shone in the light of the sconces on the landing and were held back off her face with two combs at her temples and then left to fall down her back in a luxurious cascade.


Her gown tied at the front left side with three bows, the high V-neck collar revealing only the dimple at the base of her throat, and the soft white cotton underdress spilled from beneath the hem and sleeves. Tan kid half-boots peeked out from under her gown, and the white ruffle at her wrists fell almost to the base of her long fingers. It was a dress infinitely suited to a chilly late November day, but somehow the sheer modesty of it made the girl inside it all the more enticing.


“So do you, Eliza. So do you.”


He raised her hand over their heads and twirled her in front of him, and she let out a startled burst of laughter. It was a beautiful sound, clear as a bell and warm as sunshine, and he resolved to make her laugh again before the day was done.


“Shall we, Mademoiselle?” he said, indicating the stairs.


“By all means,” she replied, copying his accent and manner, laughter still shining bright in her eyes.


He wrapped her hand around his arm once more and led her downstairs, across the black-and-white checkerboard marble of the foyer and into the drawing room where Mrs. Tibbit had prepared tea.


AFTERNOON TEA WAS ALL ELIZA had imagined it might be. The silver teapot had a candle beneath it so the tea never cooled, and it pivoted on hinges so one didn’t have to pick up the heavy pot in order to pour tea into delicate china cups. The food was laid out on a three-tiered silver platter with an ornate handle on top and ranged from tiny, crustless cucumber sandwiches to warm scones with clotted cream, to dainty little custard tarts that concealed a juicy plum in their center.


The food Eliza had been served in her room was no less delicious, but the luxury of eating a meal in the afternoon, when she had had lunch and would no doubt be eating dinner, turned it into an indulgence.


Henry fell into the role of the visiting gentleman, keeping up a stream of inane small talk about the weather and what flowers one might still find at this time of year. Eliza played the prim little society miss, doing her best to pour tea for Sir Henry just as it had been described in one of the novels he’d lent her. It was easy to imagine herself a lady in Henry’s exquisite drawing room, and easier still to enjoy his gentle teasing.


“That is one splendid cup of tea, my dear.”


Eliza thanked him with a little nod of her head. “Can I interest you in a cucumber sandwich? They are delicious.”


Henry surveyed the food tray carefully before he turned back to Eliza. “I shall indulge my sweet tooth. Those custard tarts look rather good.”


Considering the size of the tiny tartlets, Eliza placed three of them on a dainty blue-and-white china plate matching their tea cups, added a small silver dessert fork, and placed a napkin under the dish before she presented it proudly to Henry.


Henry took the plate and spread the napkin over his knee, but discreetly placed the fork back onto the tray. He leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Tarts are considered finger food, no fork required.” Then he winked at her and bit into one of his treats.


Eliza blushed at the mistake, but smiled at his antics and helped herself to another cucumber sandwich. A thought occurred to her. “Sir Henry, if you could, who, out of all the people we read about, would you like to have to tea?”


Henry didn’t even hesitate. “Rob Roy! He seems an interesting fellow.”


She laughed. “You might have a difficult time getting him to take you up on your invitation; you are English, after all!”


He leaned his head to the side for a moment, considering. “Good point! Who would you want to ask to tea? Mr. Darcy?”


Eliza shook her head in dismay. “Too broody. He would scare me.”


“Mr. Bingley then?”


She shook her head again, but a tiny smile played around her lips. “Too fickle!”


Henry raised an eyebrow and tapped his lip, trying to think. “Dr. Frankenstein?”


Eliza made a big show of swallowing hard but couldn’t quite stop the smile from broadening on her face. “I’m not sure he would be fit company for tea. He seems a little unhinged.”


Henry huffed, feigning impatience with the game. “Don’t tell me you want to have William Collins for tea?”


Laughing out loud, Eliza crossed her eyes at him, which made him laugh.


“Well, who then?”


She smiled and spread her hands out to the side, a little surprised Henry hadn’t guessed. “Colonel Brandon, of course.”


“Ah, the sensible choice.”


It was Eliza’s turn to huff a little. “Sensible maybe, but he is trustworthy and steadfast, a good friend to all around him.” Eliza gave a triumphant nod, believing the subject closed, and helped herself to a scone.


Henry was surprised by her choice, but had to admit he liked it. He, too, would have picked the colonel as the best man out of all the characters they had encountered over the past weeks. Eliza might have been young, but her upbringing had obviously given her a unique perspective on life—and on men.


With their attention back on their food, Henry watched Eliza’s fascinated awe as she took in her surroundings.


The chair Eliza sat in was of dark mahogany. Its legs and dainty arms were inlaid with ivory, and the seat and back were upholstered in a light blue velvet. Two sofas and the side tables were made in the same style, with clean, elegant lines. The exquisite furniture was arranged before a white marble fireplace that had a twin on the opposite side of the room with a writing desk close to it. Above both fireplaces hung huge eight-paneled, gilt-framed mirrors, seemingly extending the room into infinity.


There were three almost-floor-to-ceiling windows facing out to the square, bracketed by silver-blue drapes, and the greenery on the outside was mirrored by a few evergreens in brass containers placed here and there around the room.


The intricate parquet floor was partly covered by a large blue-and-cream Berber carpet. The walls were covered in light blue silk and adorned with painted scenes from around London. Studying them as best she could from her seat by the fire, Eliza declared the Thames at moonlight her favorite.


It felt as if she had stepped into her very own fairy tale. They enjoyed their tea and cakes, bantering back and forth, and Henry did his best to make Eliza comfortable in his stately drawing room. But had Eliza not been as comfortable as she was with Henry at this point, she would have been utterly awestruck by his elevated station in life, brought home by the sheer elegance of his home. She had nothing to compare this room to, but she couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful. That was, until Henry decided to show her the rest of the reception rooms on the first floor, since the rain now falling made a walk in the garden inadvisable.


There was a rose-themed sitting room at the front of the house, also overlooking the square. It was a much more feminine room with its floral prints and rounded furniture, but it was no less elegant than the formal drawing room.


A yellow-and-cream breakfast room at the back of the house looked cozy and promised to be full of sunlight in the mornings. There was also a formal dining room with a table so big Eliza thought it likely thirty people could comfortably be seated around it.


From the music room, French doors led out to a terrace and the garden below, giving the room a light, open feel. Eliza couldn’t help but marvel at the pianoforte, never having seen one before. So Henry sat and played a Beethoven sonata for her while she rested, leaning up against the instrument.


But the library was the room that really took Eliza’s breath away. The place was huge, running from the front of the house all the way to the back. It was also three windows wide on either side. There were two doors into the room, one from the short corridor running parallel to the front of the house and one from the back corridor. Opposite each entrance was a gleaming black marble fireplace with a jewel-like landscape painting above it while the rest of the walls were covered floor to ceiling with oak bookshelves.


The whole room was held in browns, ocher, and reds, with hints of brass and burnished gold. There were sofas and armchairs, upholstered in leather, grouped by the front windows and on either side of the fireplaces, as well as a large table in the center of the room. A big desk and the most voluminous wing-back chair Eliza had ever seen sat by the back windows. The floors were covered with red, cream, and black patterned Persian rugs, and the windows were draped in ocher velvet held in place by silky tassels.


Despite its size, the room was warm and inviting, and the moment she entered, Eliza knew she would spend most of her time in it, if she were allowed. Henry watched her intently as she turned about the room, inspecting some volumes on the bookshelves and looking at a book of prints of exotic animals he had left on the table for her to find. But what really drew her attention was the globe standing in the corner by the back window. Her eyes found his. “What’s this round thing?”


Henry abandoned his post by the door and strolled over to join her. “A globe. It shows you where places are in the world.” He turned it and found England. “This is where we are.”


She leaned closer to see where he was pointing: the picture of a town on an irregular brown and green shape. “You mean that tiny little town here is supposed to be London?”


Henry smiled at her wide-eyed disbelief. “It’s a representation. All the green and brown parts with the towns and mountains painted on them are land. And all the blue area with the ships and fish in it are oceans.”


He circled his finger around the British Isles, naming places as he went. “That’s Ireland, that’s England, and here is Scotland, where Rob Roy is set.”


Understanding dawned as Eliza’s gaze followed Henry’s fingers across the globe. All the places in the world could be found on this painted wooden ball. “Can you show me Italy? You told me Romeo and Juliet’s Verona is a real place.”


Henry turned the globe and pointed to the north of the Italian Peninsula. She studied the area for a moment, then another city caught her interest.


“Venice is in Italy?”


“Yes, it is a city state on the Italian Peninsula.”


“Amazing, I had no idea. Where is Arabia … or is it a made-up country like the stories?”


He smiled at her and turned the globe again. “No, indeed, Arabia is rather a big country full of sand and Beduins. They make nice carpets,” he indicated the floor, “and tell good stories.”


She took a closer look at the floor coverings, then turned to him with a mixture of awe and yearning. “You have all these things and you know what they are and where they come from and how to use them.” She let her fingers trail over the continents on the globe, then ran her eyes over the volumes lined up along the walls. “I wish I knew more about the world. Do you think I could come back here tomorrow, find out some more?”


Delighted with Eliza’s quick mind and hunger for knowledge, Henry didn’t hesitate. “By all means. You’re welcome here whenever you please, and if you have any questions about the things you find here, just ask.” He hesitated a moment and then offered, “When the weather clears up, I might be able to show you a little more of the world too … at least, what there is to see of the world here in London.”


Her smile beamed with barely contained anticipation. “Really, could you? My da’ took us to London once to see the lions at the Tower, and then we watched the fine ladies and gentlemen driving in the park. But apart from that, I’ve never been anywhere.”


And then her face fell. Henry felt it as keenly as if the color had drained out of the world around them.


“Oh, we better not. Wilkins is probably still looking for me.” She put on a brave smile. “I’ll just find out about the world from right here.”


But she couldn’t hide forever. It occurred to Henry it might be better for Wilkins to find her while she was still under his protection. After all, she wouldn’t be staying in his house indefinitely, much as he might like that. He was a bachelor—with a certain reputation, no less—and she was far too pretty for people not to start assuming her to be his mistress, if she stayed beyond her recuperation.


Not that Henry didn’t want her. He wanted her more every day. But by now he was fairly certain she was still innocent, and he had no intention of depriving her of any future prospects by ruining her. But all he was really contemplating was whether or not to take her for a drive in the park. And if this Wilkins, or Horace the abhorrent, turned up, and he got to break a few bones on her behalf, so much the better.


“I don’t think he is looking for you in Mayfair. As long as we don’t venture into the seedier parts of town, I expect we can go out.”


She brightened at that. “You think? I don’t want him coming after you either, because I’m with you, you know.”


Warmed by her concern for him, he assured her, “We will take Roberts or William with us wherever we go. Would that make you feel safe?”


She smiled at him despite her misgivings. “If you think it’s safe, that’s good enough for me.”


Henry felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her all his motives, but she truly couldn’t hide out at his house forever.


“That’s my girl. So if it doesn’t rain tomorrow, we will go for a drive in the park. And now off to bed with you. No sense in tiring yourself out too much.”


He led her back to her room, where Mrs. Tibbit made her feel comfortable for the evening. He, however, changed into evening attire, and went to meet his friend for dinner at White’s.





CHAPTER FIVE


HENRY WALKED UP THE FEW STEPS TO THE FRONT door at White’s, waving jovially to the dandies in the great bay window. Amazing how some things never changed. A hundred years or more the club had existed, and ever since they put in that bay window, the most outrageous dressers of each generation had claimed it for themselves to see and be seen.


Thankfully, those gentlemen were usually satisfied with a wave for a greeting, but as soon as Henry had handed his beaver and gloves to the attendant and asked where he might find Viscount Fairly, one of them separated from the group, seemingly intent on speaking with him.


“March, wait up a moment.”


Henry turned toward the speaker, inwardly groaning. The man really had no redeeming qualities except his ability to tie a perfect waterfall. But one had to acknowledge one’s former classmates, particularly the ones that helped maintain one’s cover. “Ellert, what brings you to town at this dreary time of year?”


Ellert affected an exaggerated eye roll. “Woman trouble, don’t you know. Lissa is getting too clingy. You wouldn’t want to trade, would you?”


The man referred to Henry’s former mistress Millie. How or why Ellert thought he could do better than his current mistress was beyond Henry. The girl was pretty as a picture and inexplicably devoted to Ellert. Henry contemplated for a moment whether he should let the man know he no longer considered himself Millie’s protector, but decided against it. Better to play along and keep the mystique going.


“Tempting, Ellert, tempting. However, I doubt Millie would stand for being traded, even by me.”


Ellert shrugged and laughed at Henry’s crude joke. “Worth a shot, Henry. Worth a shot!”


With that he stalked back to his group, leaving Henry to make his way up the stairs to the dining room where the attendant had indicated he would find his friend.


As soon as Henry entered the room, Robert Pemberton, the Viscount Fairly, beckoned him from the far side, where he had reserved a table by one of the tall windows overlooking St. James’s Street.


The viscount was the tall, blond, blue-eyed, heroic type, too pretty for most people to take seriously, but Henry knew better. Robert was honorable, courageous, and loyal, and could even be ruthless if need be. The two of them had been the best of friends ever since Henry’s first year at Eton more than twenty years ago, and serving together under Wellington had only strengthened their bond.


Robert stood at Henry’s approach and shook his hand with a warm smile on his far too beautiful face. Henry returned the smile and the handshake and dropped into the chair opposite the viscount.


“How is the fair Millie?”


“Expensive,” Robert said dryly. Then a naughty grin spread across his classic features. “But Lord, does she know what to do in the bedchamber.”


Henry grinned right back. “I told you. Worth every penny.”


Robert assessed him with a shrewdness few knew he possessed. “That begs the question why you steered her my way. I know you can handle the expense.”


Henry shrugged and looked out the window. “The skills of a practiced courtesan only go so far. I just couldn’t bring myself to like her.”


Robert was familiar with the sadness in Henry’s eyes and hoped someday soon Henry would find a woman who could be a true companion to him, not just a momentary distraction. But as long as he couldn’t bring himself to trust a woman, the viscount knew that hope to be futile.
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