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England, 1809


Twenty-eight souls served the Carey family at Everdon Court, and every one of them, from the young girl who peeled potatoes in the kitchen to Mr. Brock, the head butler, knew to cut a wide berth around Lord Carey if they wanted to keep their position. His lordship had a cold and calculating temper, and with a tot or two of whiskey in him, he could be provoked by the most innocuous thing. With a few tots in him, he could easily be moved to dismiss a groundsman who had served for twenty steadfast years but had failed to trim the shrubbery to the marquis’s exacting standards on the day he commanded it done. Or to send a young stable boy to pack his things and leave at once when Lady Carey laughed at something he said as she mounted her horse.


The servants avoided the marquis when they could, and when they did not have the luxury of doing so, they kept their eyes down and their lips sealed. Lady Carey, however, could not avoid her husband. How she managed to abide her marriage to such a cold man was a source of endless fascination for two old friends in the family’s employ: Miss Foster, the cook, and Mrs. Perry, the housekeeper. Miss Foster believed that Lord Carey’s prowess in the marital bed was the one thing that must have kept the marchioness loyal to him in the six years they’d been married. “A lady might put up with quite a lot if she’s properly handled between the linens, aye?” she’d cheerfully hypothesized.


Mrs. Perry, who had been married quite a while longer than six years, argued, “You are mad if you believe a romp is all that is required. I’d wager what brings her to heel is more likely the threat of being handled in a manner she doesn’t find the least bit pleasing.”


“Nonsense,” Miss Foster said. “We’d hear of it from Nancy if that were true,” she said, referring to Lady Carey’s personal maid. “And besides, she’d not be willing to leave any of this behind her, would she, now?”


Miss Foster was referring, of course, to the monstrosity that was Everdon Court. It had been a keep at one time, but through the centuries the Careys—the surname as well as the title deriving from the borderlands once known as Careyridge—had added wings to the central tower and taken down battlements. Now the house boasted eighteen bedrooms, two courtyards, and a banquet hall appended to the ballroom that could seat one hundred guests. It was filled with the finest French furnishings obtained during the dismantling of the French aristocracy over the last twenty years.


“Aye, but what good is all this when she’s married to a man like him?” Mrs. Perry had countered. There was little that would entice her to stay if Mr. Perry were to treat her as unkindly as the marquis treated the marchioness. “These are only things. Lady Carey deserves a man’s esteem.”


“Perhaps it is a child she wants,” Miss Foster suggested. “An heir to all of this would serve her well.”


Mrs. Perry gave Miss Foster a withering look. “If there was to be a child born to that union, it would have been born long before now.” Every one of the twenty-eight staff knew of the trouble on that front. They waited every month with anxious anticipation—was she, or wasn’t she?


“What, you think her ladyship is barren, then?” Miss Foster asked.


“No,” Mrs. Perry said pertly. “I rather think it is him, what with all the whiskey.”


“Perhaps you are right,” Miss Foster said. “And then again, perhaps he’s unable.” The two ladies looked at each other and snickered.


What they could not know was that the marriage of the Marquis and Marchioness of Carey existed perfunctorily between the linens, and beyond that, scarcely at all. On most occasions, Lord Carey was neither a demanding nor an exciting lover; he performed his marital duties as was necessary to gain the heir and saved his personal preferences for a young woman in town who had been happy to receive him for some four years now.


Four years ago, Lady Carey had thought herself pregnant. As any woman would have done, she’d shared the joyous news with her husband, who was overcome with relief and gratitude. Alas, when two months passed, Lady Carey realized that she was no longer, or had never been, pregnant and the marquis’s disappointment was so great that he’d never fully recovered from it.


Lady Olivia Carey, who had enjoyed a highly public and fashionable wedding among England’s haut ton, had long since abandoned any hope of having a marriage of mutual respect and admiration. There was nothing she loathed more than her husband’s twice weekly visits to her room—except for his tendency to drink to excess—and she was ever thankful that it was over within a matter of minutes.


Sometimes, while Olivia lay there as Edward attempted to impregnate her, she wondered what it must be like to have an exciting lover. Or a caring one. She would settle for a lover who did not rut about like an animal answering some primordial need to procreate.


Sometimes she lay there and counted the tiles on the ceiling, guessing what number she might reach before he finished.


And still other times, when he reeked of whiskey and clumsily groped her, Olivia passed the time by imagining the ways she could murder her husband and avoid being found out. Shooting him was too risky, as Olivia wasn’t entirely certain how to fire a gun. She imagined fumbling with the thing and losing the element of surprise.


Pushing him from the top of Everdon Court seemed a better alternative, but she might draw attention if she invited him to a meeting on the roof. And then, of course, she would need him to stand at the edge, preferably where she could take a bit of a run at him to have enough force to topple him over.


Poison seemed the most sensible, but Miss Foster would never allow Olivia near his lordship’s food. The woman was entirely too conscientious and prided herself on the meals she served. It would take some convincing that Olivia was suddenly interested in preparing a dish for her husband to consume. And really, how much poison was necessary to kill a man? What if she did not use enough? Or so much that the taste of the food was ruined?


Lately, the murderous thoughts had lost their luster for Olivia. For one thing, Edward had not been able to perform “his duty,” as he called it, for more than a month due to his fondness for drink. It certainly didn’t stop him from trying, but he gave up quickly and Olivia rolled over and stared at the gold silk ties that held the heavy canopy curtains back from her bed. Inevitably, she would feel a well of envy bubbling up for her younger sister Alexa.


She did not envy Alexa’s disastrous situation. What she envied was the fact that Alexa had fallen so deeply in love with a man that she walked about with a look of yearning in her eyes. Alexa refused to reveal to Olivia who had earned this devotion from her; the only thing Olivia knew was that he was a gentleman Alexa had met in Spain while on tour with Lady Tuttle. Alexa could scarcely speak of anything else but the fine brown shade of his eyes, or the timbre of his laugh, or the intelligence of his speech.


Oh, but Olivia envied the quiet, desperate pining that Alexa seemed to wrap about her like a heavy winter shawl. Olivia wanted to know what that was like, how it felt. She wanted to feel.


For the first fortnight of her return from Spain, Alexa had not revealed that she was carrying the man’s child. Olivia had guessed it by the way Alexa would unthinkingly place her hand on her abdomen when she spoke of love. And while Olivia admired Alexa’s fierce determination to protect her lover from condemnation and scandal, she wanted to strangle the foolish young woman for bringing her insurmountable problem to Everdon Court.


When Olivia confronted her, Alexa had tried to deny it—so typical! She’d been indulged as child and allowed to barter and skate her way out of trouble, and had never learned the art of owning up to her mistakes. She preferred to deny and shift blame where she could . . . and Olivia always picked up the pieces.


Especially since their mother had died.


Alexa was eight years younger than Olivia and her only sibling, the daughter of her mother and her mother’s second husband. She was fair-haired, like Olivia and like their mother had been, but her eyes were brown, not blue like Olivia’s, and she was smaller in stature than Olivia.


Their mother had always doted on Alexa. Everyone had. Alexa had been a darling child with curly hair and a dimply smile that matched her bubbling joie de vivre.


“The devil kissed that girl when she was born,” her mother used to say, and it was true that, as a girl, Alexa could be counted on to create mischief. As a young woman, she was free-spirited and disdainful of the societal rules that governed their lives. She’d never really thought of the consequences of her actions, whereas Olivia had always been circumspect. And quiet. And responsible.


Even so, Alexa was generally not as reckless as this.


When Alexa at last did admit to the truth, she collapsed to her hands and knees while great choking sobs wracked her body. “What shall I do, Livi?” she begged. “I don’t know what to do!”


It was heartbreaking for Olivia to see her sister so distraught, particularly as Alexa really didn’t know what to do. Olivia could guess that the consequences of her actions had scarcely been a thought in the girl’s head until now.


Unfortunately, there was nothing they could do but tell Edward, and that, Olivia knew, would not go well. Edward could not abide Alexa’s spirit. “She always seeks to tie her garters in public, then turn up sweet,” he’d complained once when Alexa had attended a ball in London and danced with the same young gentleman four times. When Olivia had explained to her sister that this was simply not done unless there was an understanding with the young man, Alexa had been sweetly contrite. “I beg your pardon,” she’d said. “I did not know.”


Edward had not been placated. “She has no appreciation for the Carey name, and I am second cousin to the king!” he’d railed at Olivia, as if dancing was somehow on a par with treason.


“What shall we do, Livi?” Alexa had asked her sister, artfully twisting her pregnancy into a dilemma for them both.


“We have no choice but to explain it to Edward,” Olivia had said wearily.


Alexa had gasped loudly and thrown herself at Olivia’s knees, begging for any other fate than that.


“Oh, Alexa,” Olivia said sadly, bending over her sister. “What did you expect? Will it not be obvious to us all in a matter of weeks?”


“Yes, but I thought you’d help me without telling him.”


“I must tell him! How could I ever keep it from him?” There was so much Alexa did not understand—particularly how powerless a woman was in this male-dominated world. Once a woman took her wedding vows, she was doomed to whatever fate her husband would mete out. She could not escape.


“Must we tell him now?” Alexa asked tearfully. “There is the supper party for the Duke of Rutland, and you know how the marquis can be.”


Olivia knew better than anyone. Edward would not abide even a breath of scandal when the Duke of Rutland came to dine.


“After the supper party,” she said to Alexa. “But not later than that.”


She wasn’t sure who was more relieved, her or Alexa.








CHAPTER ONE
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Harrison Tolly, the steward of the Carey family holdings, was known around the village of Everdon for his affable demeanor and his willingness to help friends in need. Which was why his friend Marcus Dembly, the proprietor of Dembly’s Goods, believed Harrison would help him with the problem of having one too many horses for his stable.


He’d brought the horse down to Everdon Court to show Harrison and was working very hard to convince him he ought to give the mount a go.


“I do not intend to buy your horse, Dembly,” Harrison said as he openly admired the roan gelding. “You realize that, do you not?”


“I cannot see why not,” Dembly said. “Why rely on the Everdon Court stables when you could have your own horse? There is a perfectly good stable here at the dowager house. I should think you would want your own, so that you might call on your Lady X whenever it pleases you.” He grinned and cuffed Harrison on the shoulder.


Lady X was how Harrison’s friends referred to the woman he adored from afar. Or rather, they did not know he adored her from afar—they’d drawn their own conclusions because Harrison had refused to name her.


He never would have mentioned her at all had there not been a movement afoot for the last few years to provide him with a wife. It sometimes seemed to him that half of Everdon was desperate to see him wed, and the other half just as desperate he not marry into their family, given the circumstances of his birth, which was completely lacking in paternity.


“Your powers of persuasion are quite good,” Harrison said congenially. “But I will not purchase horseflesh I do not need and cannot feed. Which, I suspect, is the reason you are so eager to sell.”


“Bloody hell, Harry, just try the horse, will you?” Dembly begged, clearly annoyed now. “I’ve come all this way. You might at least humor me.”


“Very well,” Harrison said with a shrug. “Give the horse over for the day and I shall humor you properly. By what name do you call this gelding?”


“Lightning,” Dembly said.


“How terribly original,” Harrison drawled. “Go on, then,” he said, shooing his friend away. “I’ll not have you breathing down my neck, hoping for a miracle.”


He put his foot in the horse’s stirrup—Dembly had put a premium saddle on him, Harrison noted—and swung up. The horse felt good beneath him, strong and sturdy. And big. So big that Harrison could only guess that the beast would require an entire pasture and a bushel of carrots each week.


He spurred the horse on to appease his friend and rode out through the gates to the park behind Everdon Court, en route to Mr. Fortaine’s cottage, the tenant he had intended to call on today. He took the forest path that led to the river road, and as he emerged from the forest, he came upon Lady Carey in the grassy clearing beside the river.


She was standing before an easel. She wore a wide-brimmed hat and held a palette in one hand. She was dressed in a white muslin gown and a rose-colored spencer. A footman was sitting on a rock on the river’s edge, a fishing pole in his hand.


Harrison trotted up to her. Lady Carey turned her head; when she saw it was him, she smiled beatifically.


That smile drifted through Harrison like stardust. “Mr. Tolly!” she said, her voice full of delight. “What a pleasant surprise! You are just the person to give me an honest opinion of my painting. Will you have a look?”


“I wasn’t aware that you were an artist,” he said as he hopped down from the gelding.


“No?” she asked, smiling coyly.


He walked over to have a look at her handiwork. He had to cock his head to one side and squint a little, but after careful consideration, he determined that the painting was of a goat eating daisies in a field. And the goat had a man’s face. A vaguely familiar face at that. It rather looked like the marquis.


“What do you think?” she asked brightly. “Do you like it?”


“Well . . . it is very colorful,” he said.


“Colorful! How kind.”


He gave her a sidelong look; she had a playful smile on her lips as she casually studied her work. “My skill at interpreting works of art is lacking,” he said, “but if I am not mistaken, you have painted a goat with a familiar face.”


Her smile brightened. “I have, indeed! Are you impressed with my skill?”


“Ah . . .” He looked at the painting again. “I am impressed. But not with your skill.”


Lady Carey burst out laughing—a deep laugh that made her eyes shine. “I share your opinion,” she said laughingly, and touched her brush to the goat’s tail. “However, my husband believes ladies of leisure should paint. And therefore, I paint,” she said, and dabbed at the palette. “I have an affinity for wildlife,” she continued, and began to touch up the daisies that were sticking out of the goat’s mouth. “You know, horses and birds. Goats. Even donkeys.” She winked.


Harrison couldn’t help his chuckle. “You are perhaps the finest painter of goats I have ever seen.”


Lady Carey laughed warmly.


“Is your sister about?” he asked, looking around them as Lady Carey added a few more daisies to her field.


“Unfortunately, no. Alexa is a bit under the weather.”


Harrison thought that Miss Hastings was a bit of a problem. Certainly the marquis did not care for her. “She’s a light-skirt, that one,” he’d said one day for no apparent reason. “A disgusting lack of decorum.” Harrison had no idea why the marquis felt that way—he’d never heard any such thing about Miss Hastings. He rather thought the marquis simply did not care for her.


“I am distressed to hear it,” he said to Lady Carey.


Lady Carey smiled prettily at him, but her eye caught something behind him. “Is that a new horse, Mr. Tolly?” she asked, leaning to her right to see around him.


“In a manner of speaking,” Harrison said. “My friend Mr. Dembly would like me to purchase him. He does not care that I have no need for a horse.”


“Haven’t you? For this one looks as if he would be a good runner.”


Harrison looked at the horse, then at her. “Would you care to ride him?”


She gasped with delight. “May I?” she asked, already putting her palette aside.


“Of course you may. However, the horse is not saddled properly for a lady—”


“Oh, that’s quite all right,” she said with a casual flick of her wrist. “I shall make do.”


She moved around to the side of the gelding, and Harrison cupped his hands for her, as the stirrup was too high for her to reach. She slipped her foot into his fingers and leapt up as he lifted her. She landed squarely in the saddle and hooked her knee around the pommel. Her other leg was exposed from the calf down, and though she wore white stockings, Harrison could see the line of her shapely leg.


“Oh, he is indeed a fine horse!” she said, and leaned forward to stroke its neck. “And quite strong.”


Her breasts strained against her spencer jacket as she reached for the horse, and Harrison unwisely imagined those breasts pressed against him.


“Perhaps you might give him a bit of encouragement?” she asked.


Harrison obliged her by slapping the horse’s rump. The horse started off in a slow canter. Lady Carey rode him expertly, leading him to trot around the clearing, making a big circle around her easel and Harrison, who stood with his legs braced apart, his hands on his hips. Her bonnet toppled off her head, but her footman was quick to retrieve it.


“Do you recall the race between Mr. Williams and Mr. Janus a few years ago?” she called out to Harrison as she trotted by.


As if Harrison could forget any moment he’d spent in her company. On that particular day she’d convinced him, with her winsome smile and charming laugh, to make a few wagers on her behalf. “My husband will not allow any wagering, you know,” she’d whispered. “He thinks it quite unladylike. What do you think, Mr. Tolly?”


“I think you are mad to wager on Mr. Janus,” he’d said low. “He is a stone heavier than Mr. Williams and cannot possibly outrun him on that steed.”


“I have faith in Mr. Janus,” she’d insisted pertly, and had pressed some coins into his palm. “Would you care to wager with me?”


Harrison would do anything to prolong his time in her company. “What do you have mind, madam?”


“If Mr. Janus wins by a length, you shall give me ten pounds.”


“Ten pounds?” he’d said, cocking one brow high with amusement.


“I beg your pardon, is that too rich for you?” she’d teased him.


“I think it is too confident for you.”


“So you say,” she’d said coyly. “If Mr. Janus wins by less than a length, I shall give you ten pounds.”


“And what if,” he’d said, his gaze locked on her sparkling blue eyes, “he doesn’t win at all?”


She’d shrugged. “Then I shall give you twenty pounds.”


He’d laughed. But he’d taken her bet.


Mr. Janus had won handily that afternoon, putting fourteen pounds in Lady Carey’s pocket. But he’d won only by a nose, which meant that she’d lost to Harrison. That didn’t dampen her triumphant spirit.


Nothing did until the marquis discovered that the only person to wager on Janus and win was his wife. He’d been quite angry about her “impudence” and had forced her to give him her earnings.


“You are silent, Mr. Tolly,” Lady Carey said as she trotted past him now. “Surely you’ve not forgotten?”


“You know very well that I recall it,” he said. “Particularly how pleased you were with yourself.”


She laughed. “Naturally! I proved that I was the only one amongst us who could read a horse.” She kicked the gelding in the flank and sent it into a gallop.


Harrison watched as her pale blonde hair was jostled from its pins and began to fly out behind her. When she rounded the end of the clearing and galloped back, the tresses had come wholly undone and drifted down around her shoulders.


“I owe you ten pounds,” she said.


“I scarcely remember it.”


“I do not believe you. I think you are a dear friend and are gamely trying to conceal the fact that I have failed to honor my wager.”


A dear friend. Harrison’s chest tingled a little with that admission. “It was a friendly wager,” he said. “May I help you down?”


“Please.” She reached out to him; he caught her about the waist as she braced her hands against his shoulders and lifted her down. Her skirts and legs brushed against his; her hair drifted between them. God, how Harrison longed to touch that hair, to feel it between his fingers. He set her on the ground and she looked up at him with affection in her eyes.


It was affection, was it not? His mind was not playing tricks? Whatever he saw there, it made his blood rush.


Lady Carey’s hands slid from his shoulders and she patted his chest with a smile on her face. “I should finish my painting so that I may show my husband I have done as a lady ought.” She stepped away from him, and it felt to Harrison as if a draft of cold spring air filled her place.


“You will help me with the seating for the supper party, will you not, Mr. Tolly?” she called over her shoulder as she returned to her easel.


“That depends,” he said, and grinned when she turned back to him. “Will Mr. Wallaby be in attendance?”


“Even worse,” she said, as Harrison watched her gracefully re-pin her hair. “Lady Ames will be joining us.”


“Good God,” he said, and clapped a playful hand over his heart. “I shall don my heaviest armor.”


Lady Carey’s laughter filled the air. “You always make me laugh so,” she said as she accepted her hat from the footman. “Good afternoon, Mr. Tolly.”


“Good afternoon,” Harrison said.


She turned back to her painting, her face once again obscured. He swung up on the horse and turned it about, trotting off in the direction of Mr. Fortaine’s cottage, his body a mass of jumbled nerves and conflicting emotions.


Alexa was still in her bed, a cold cloth across her brow, her pillow damp from the tears that never seemed to stop falling. She refused to rise, refused to join the supper party honoring the Duke and Duchess of Rutland.


In all honesty, that was just fine with Olivia. She had enough to fret over without worrying whether Alexa would offend Edward with something as simple as breathing. That was not out of the realm of possibility.


The supper guests were expected at seven o’clock, and at six o’clock, Edward had still not returned from his ride to God only knew where. But Brock had informed Olivia that Bishop Ogden, who was notorious for appearing early, had arrived.


“I shall be down to see him in a moment,” she assured the butler, and took one last look at herself in the blue silk gown with the embroidery along the scalloped hem she’d commissioned. She owed Mr. Tolly her thanks—it was he who had brought her the fabric sample from London, then had ordered a bolt of it with other household goods.


She heard Edward before she saw him; there was no mistaking his drunken lurching down the hall. Olivia fit a pearl-drop tiara onto her head as Edward came through the door of her suite.


He paused there, his shoulder against the jamb, staring at her, clearly foxed. He pushed away from the door and sauntered in. “My darling wife.”


“Welcome home, my lord,” she said.


His gaze raked over her, but she knew no compliment as to her appearance would be forthcoming. Edward put his arm around her shoulders. He reeked of whiskey and perfume, and when he tried to kiss her, she turned her head; his lips landed on her cheek. He tried to kiss her again, but Olivia turned her head even further, leaning away from him.


“Are you refusing me?” he hissed.


“I would prefer,” she said, breaking out of his embrace, “that you at least wash the other woman’s perfume from your body.”


Edward’s face mottled. “Do you think you are so desirable?” he asked. “You disgust me.”


He started for her again, but Olivia put her hand up. “We have guests for supper this evening. The bishop has already arrived and the duke will not be far behind.”


Edward glared at her, his jaw clenched shut. But he did not reach for her again.


“If you will excuse me, I shall go keep the bishop’s company until you can join us.” She walked past him without looking at him, expecting him to call her back.


But he did not. A duke was coming, and Edward was undoubtedly more concerned with how he would be perceived by him than by Olivia.


The duke and duchess had arrived by the time Edward appeared, having bathed and changed into formal clothing. It was remarkable to Olivia that he could manage to gather himself at all, but he’d done it time and again. One wouldn’t suspect that just three quarters of an hour ago, he had lurched into her suite reeking of whiskey and perfume.


He was in the company of Mr. Tolly, and Olivia was happy about that. Mr. Tolly was an equable influence on Edward. He had an equable influence on everyone, really. Olivia presumed he was only slightly younger than her husband, but he was much fitter, her husband having grown soft in the last few years. Mr. Tolly was a bit taller than Edward, and where Edward was golden-haired, Mr. Tolly had brown hair the color of mahogany, his eyes the color of a mourning dove.


Edward’s eyes were so brown they almost looked black. Two black, bottomless holes.


Together, the two men greeted the duke and duchess, then moved around the room to greet the few other guests, eventually making their way to Olivia’s side. She was standing with the bishop, who had taken a liking to her long ago and rarely left her side when in her company. She was showing the bishop her painting.


The easel and the painting seemed to confuse Edward after he’d greeted the bishop. “What is that?” he asked. “Why is it in the salon?”


“It is the painting you asked me to make,” Olivia said. “I asked the footman to put it here. Do you like it?”


He looked at her strangely, then at the painting. “What is it? A goat?”


“A goat!” she laughed. “It is a horse, my love.” Standing just behind Edward, Mr. Tolly arched one brow and a faint smile appeared on his lips. Olivia had to bite the inside of her lip to keep from smiling as Edward leaned in, squinting.


“A fine horse it is, Lady Carey,” the bishop said. “A bit short, I think, but a fine horse.” The bishop was squinting, too, and gripping his second sherry as if he feared it might be ripped from his hand by a gale-force wind.


“A horse,” Edward repeated.


“Yes. A horse.”


Mr. Tolly looked down. Olivia could see the muscles in his jaw working to keep from smiling.


Edward turned away from her painting. “It is a childish rendition, then. Put it in the nursery where it belongs.”


“Ah yes, that would spruce up the nursery quite nicely,” the bishop said.


“I agree,” Olivia said cheerfully. “I might even add more to the painting.” Such as a noose around the goat’s head. Or a fiery explosion. But Edward didn’t hear her—he’d already walked on.


“That horse has seen a remarkable transformation in the last few hours,” Mr. Tolly said.


“Hasn’t it?” she asked with a kittenish smile.


“Mr. Tolly, is that you?” Lady Ames bellowed from across the room. “I’ve a question of considerable importance, sir!”


Mr. Tolly gave Olivia a slight wince before stepping away to speak to Lady Ames.


Supper was served at precisely eight o’clock. Olivia, seated at the far end of the table, was beside the bishop. That was not the seating arrangement she and Mr. Tolly had devised, and she rather suspected the bishop had asked for a change. Edward was at the other end in the company of the duke and duchess. He was relaxed and laughing.


The bishop began to chat as the wine began to flow. Olivia tried very hard to be a good listener, she truly did . . . but the bishop had a tendency to speak in great concentric paths before reaching anything that even remotely resembled a point. Twice, as she labored to keep up, Olivia happened to glance in Mr. Tolly’s direction and caught his eye. He was smiling at her with amusement, knowing very well what agony she was being made to suffer. Once, Olivia gave a subtle incline of her head toward the bishop, silently suggesting that Mr. Tolly might want to engage him.


Mr. Tolly just as subtly refused her offer.


The tedious conversation aside, she thought the evening progressed rather well. She did not feel a sense of foreboding, which she often felt when only she and Edward dined. Her husband seemed in good spirits, the guests enjoying their meal and the company. And then the bishop asked Olivia about Alexa.


“Unfortunately, my sister is ill,” Olivia said when the bishop asked why she had not joined them.


“Ah, that is a pity. I do so enjoy her company—very lively, that one. Her health is not in peril, I pray?”


Olivia smiled and shook her head. “She is fatigued after such a long journey from Spain.”


“Ah, yes. And what is next for our Miss Hastings?” the bishop asked, settling back in his chair.


“Well . . .” Olivia hadn’t thought of what she might say about Alexa just yet. “London, I suppose,” she said. That seemed safe; everyone would naturally assume she’d be off for the Season to begin the search for a marital match.


The bishop obviously assumed so, for he said rather loudly, “Yes, of course she’ll be to London now. A young woman as pretty and spirited as Miss Hastings will make a fine match indeed, particularly with the Carey name to sponsor her!”


“Are we speaking of my sister-in-law?” Edward suddenly asked from the other end of the table, startling Olivia. Conversation ceased, and everyone looked to Olivia; she felt the warmth begin to creep into her cheeks.


“We were indeed, my lord,” the bishop said, and shifted around in his seat so that he might have a better look at Edward. “I was remarking how fortuitous it is that Miss Hastings might have the Marquis of Carey to sponsor her in the Season.”


“Me?” Edward chuckled as if he’d never considered it. “Do you not have an uncle in London who might see after her, darling?”


Olivia tensed. Her father’s brother was in debtor’s prison, which Edward knew very well. “No,” she said, and smiled as she shook her head.


“But I think you do,” he insisted. “What is his name, again? Ah yes. Barstow.” He looked around at the faces of his curious guests. “Mr. Barstow is the brother of my wife’s late father. Her stepfather, Lord Hastings, adopted her. Perhaps because her nearest blood relative was something of a wastrel.” He chuckled again, but it was met with an uncomfortable silence.


“I was very young when my father died,” Olivia said. “I always considered Lord Hastings to be my father.”


“Rather advantageous for you to do so, I should think,” Edward said jovially. “And where is our Uncle Barstow, my love? Still in debtor’s prison?”


Lady Ames gasped. The bishop frowned into his wineglass. Mr. Wallaby looked rather surprised and turned to Olivia, clearly interested in her answer.


There was a time when Olivia would have tried to make a jest of Edward’s jabs, but she no longer had the patience for it. There was no point in denying it. “Yes,” she said. “King’s Bench Prison, as I last understood.”


“Gambling debts, was it not?” Edward asked casually. “Incapable or unwilling to pay his wagers?”


“I suspect he is trying to gamble his way out even as we speak,” Olivia said, and smiled at her husband.


“If I may offer a toast, then,” Mr. Tolly said. “To your uncle Barstow, my lady. May his luck improve.”


Olivia smiled gratefully and lifted her glass. “Hear, hear, Mr. Tolly.”


“Hear, hear,” the Duke of Rutland said, and laughed as he lifted his glass. A round of laughter went up around the table, and the guests lifted their glasses, calling out a hearty hear, hear to Mr. Tolly’s toast.


Olivia was aware that Edward’s gaze was on her as he lifted his glass. She could feel it burning a hole in her skin.


At half past two in the morning, when the duke and duchess took their leave, most of the other guests followed them, leaving only the bishop and Mr. Wallaby behind. Mr. Wallaby was determined to show Edward an African spear he’d discovered in a London market. The three men disappeared into the study with their ports. Olivia heard Edward instruct a footman to bring a bottle of whiskey.


That bottle and the spear would keep her husband occupied. Olivia retired for the night. She was quite tired and quickly fell asleep, dreaming of paintings of galloping horses.


She was rudely awakened by a heavy weight pressing down on her and found Edward on top of her, clothed only in a shirt. He smelled of drink, and he was pushing her legs apart, jabbing at her.


“Edward—”


He clamped a hand over her mouth and twisted her head to one side as he tried to enter her. But the whiskey had made him flaccid again. He growled and did his best to bring himself back to life, but could not manage it. “Do something!” he snarled at her.


“What might I possibly do?” Olivia asked, unwilling to touch him and hoping that he did not force her to do so.


Edward tried again, grunting with the effort, and finally rolled off her. He fell onto his side beside her and his arm lay heavy across her abdomen. The drink had finally put him out.


Olivia lay looking up in the darkness with his arm on her, imagining how she could use Mr. Wallaby’s spear to pin Edward to a wall. She would need some help, as the spear looked heavy, and there would be the matter of keeping Edward still so that she might spear him. She had in mind to pin him below the waist.


She’d best do it by the morrow, for she could no longer avoid telling him about Alexa. She wouldn’t be the least surprised if he speared her first.





CHAPTER TWO


[image: Image]


The hallway at Everdon Court that led to the Marquis of Carey’s private study was as long and as daunting as the choir aisle at Westminster Abbey, and with every step, Alexa sniffed a little louder and tried a little harder to suppress her sobs.


It felt as if Olivia was slowly leading her toward the gallows, one leaden step at a time. “Buck up, Alexa,” she muttered as they passed a pair of footmen, and pulled her younger sister closer into her side. “There is nothing to be done for it. You must face up to the truth.”


“Yes, I know I must,” Alexa said weakly. “But I do not understand why you cannot tell him for me.”


Olivia sighed; Alexa knew very well why. Olivia had waited as long as she might before Alexa’s thickening waistline would draw attention, but she could wait no longer. Olivia could guess what sort of suffering Edward would inflict on them, and on that rain-soaked afternoon, Olivia thought it entirely possible that she dreaded telling him even more than Alexa did.


After what seemed an interminable walk, they reached the polished oak doors of the study. As Olivia lifted her hand to rap, Alexa sagged against her. “I am so weary,” she uttered. “I do not feel well.”


“Stand up,” Olivia said, and jostled Alexa, forcing her to stand, then rapped on the door.


One of the twin-paneled doors swung open immediately, and behind it, a footman bowed. “Is my husband within, Charles?” Olivia asked.


Before Charles could respond, she heard her husband’s voice. “Come.”


Olivia looked at Alexa and entered, half pulling, half leading her sister with her. But as she crossed the threshold, she discovered her husband was not alone; Mr. Tolly was present as well.


Mr. Tolly smiled warmly as they entered, inclining his head in greeting. “Lady Carey. Miss Hastings. How do you do?”


“Ah . . .” Olivia tried to think of an appropriate response, given that they did not fare well at all.


“Yes? What is it?” her husband asked curtly without lifting his head from the papers on his desk.


Olivia shifted her gaze to Edward. “Alexa . . . and I . . . have something we must tell you,” she said. “May we have a moment?”


“Go on,” Edward said impatiently, “and be quick about it. As you can see, we are presently engaged.”


Olivia’s gaze flew to Mr. Tolly, whose smile made his gray eyes seem to dance. He bowed as he started to make his leave.


“Where are you off to, Tolly?” his lordship said. “You may stay.”


“Edward . . . it is personal,” Olivia said quickly. For Alexa’s sake, she did not want Mr. Tolly to be present.


“Mr. Tolly has heard more personal and private details about this family than even I. He will stay.” Edward lifted his head and looked at Olivia. “What is it?”


Mr. Tolly slowly stepped back, his expression suddenly stoic.


Olivia was thankful Edward had commanded him to remain, for Mr. Tolly was the one person who could reason with him. Where others were quickly dismissed, Edward valued Mr. Tolly’s opinion. And once, on a particularly awful day, when Edward had lifted his hand to strike Olivia for some perceived slight, Mr. Tolly had been there to catch his arm and prevent him from striking her.


Shocked, Edward had bellowed, “You think to lay a hand on me? I will have your position!”


Mr. Tolly had calmly returned Edward’s gaze, as if the effort of stopping him required no strength at all. “Then have it. If you believe that my position here is more important to me than my code of conduct, you are mistaken. I will not stand by and allow any man to strike a woman.”


Olivia had expected his instant dismissal, even a brawl. But amazingly, Edward had gathered himself. And he’d never tried to lay a hand on Olivia again.


No, he preferred to strike her with words.


He’d not always been so cruel to her. Indifferent, perhaps, but not particularly cruel in the beginning. Yet as the years had slipped by and Olivia had not conceived a child, Edward’s regard for her had dwindled to nothing. The cruelty had begun four years ago, when Olivia had believed herself, at long last, to be pregnant. Edward had been so very happy. He’d pampered her, showered her with gifts . . . but after two months, her courses began to flow again, and Edward’s cruelty flowed right along with them.


“Why do you keep me waiting, Olivia?” Edward asked curtly, bringing her back to the mission at hand. “I told you I had work to do.”


Alexa shuddered; Olivia put her arm around her sister’s shoulders and began the little speech she’d privately rehearsed: Alexa had gone to Spain. Alexa had behaved poorly, for which she was terribly sorry. Alexa was with child. From the corner of her eye, she saw Mr. Tolly flinch, and wondered if it was revulsion at what Alexa had done, or recognition that this would not go well for anyone.


Olivia’s speech was followed by pure silence. There was not a breath, not a creak, as Edward turned his cold gaze to Alexa, who stood shaking before him.


Edward’s gaze flicked to her abdomen, then to her face. “Is this true?”


“Yes, my lord,” Alexa admitted, her voice scarcely more than a whisper.


“Who has done this?” he asked, his voice so soft and dangerously low that a shiver shot down Olivia’s spine. When Alexa did not answer straightaway, Edward smiled a little and said, “You may trust me, Alexa.”


No, Alexa, you cannot trust him! Never trust him!


Alexa lowered her gaze to the floor and shook her head. “I will not say.”


Olivia glanced at Mr. Tolly. He held her gaze a slender moment and she thought—or perhaps hoped—that she saw a flicker of reassurance in his eyes. He was always so calm, so hopeful! Olivia wanted to lean on him now, to put her head on his broad shoulder, to feel his arms around her, strong and protective, keeping her safe from Edward.


“You will not say?” Edward asked, rising from his seat.


“I will not,” Alexa repeated.


Edward made a sound of surprise. “But my dear, you must surely realize that if you refuse to tell me who has put this by-blow in you, I can only surmise that he is unsuitable in every imaginable way. Or . . . that you are a whore.”


Alexa choked back a sob.


“Edward, please,” Olivia pleaded.


Her husband shifted his hard gaze to her. “Please what?” he asked, the venom dripping from his cold smile.


“Please leave her be,” Olivia implored him. “She knows her mistake, and the good Lord knows she will pay for it in many ways for the rest if her life. You need not punish her further.”


“I see,” Edward said casually as he came around to the front of his desk. “You suddenly believe yourself in a position to tell me what I need not do. Shall I tell you what I find interesting?” he asked as he sat on the edge of the desk.


“No,” Olivia said quickly.


“I find it interesting that while you are as barren as a Scottish moor, your sister is a whore who apparently will conceive a by-blow with any man who lifts her skirts.”


Olivia’s face flamed. The conflict between her and her husband was no secret, but it was humiliating nonetheless.


“There is only one,” Alexa foolishly tried, but Edward quickly turned on her.


“Only one, eh?” He chuckled as if that was somehow amusing, and gestured to Alexa’s belly. “The only difference between the two of you is that one of you is only half a woman. One of you led me to believe she could give me heirs and yet cannot. Or will not.”


He shifted that hard gaze to Olivia, and Alexa burst into tears. Behind Edward, Mr. Tolly turned to look out the window, his hands on his hips. Olivia could see the tension in his jaw, as if he were fighting to keep from speaking.


“The question we have before us is what to do with this one,” Edward mused, his gaze raking over Alexa. “With your mother buried, there is no one who will stand up for you, is there?” he asked her. “Certainly not your scofflaw uncle Barstow. You are entirely at my mercy as your benefactor and provider. And yet, I am the second cousin to the king. The Carey name means quite a lot in this country. Do you mean to defile my good name? A name from which you derive social benefit by mere association?”


“No, my lord,” Alexa said softly.


“Then why would you allow some man to defile you? Did you think of your sister, who bears my name? Did you think of anything but your own base desires?”


She bowed her head and wisely did not answer.


“What shall I do, Alexa?” he continued coolly. “I dare say your sister connived her way into this marriage and there is precious little I may do about that. But I can keep the blight of your judgment from bringing scandal to my family’s name, and therefore, the king’s name, is that not so? I still hold at least some degree of influence over this family, do I not? Is there not someone else to whom you may turn for assistance in this . . . unpleasant matter?”
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