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Dear Readers,


    I hope you enjoy the book you are about to read. Something Wonderful was my third Regency historical and my first New York Times bestseller.


    I mentioned in the reader letter for Once and Always that nearly every page of every manuscript is like an experiment in ways to please my readers and improve my writing skills. I also said that these “experiments” sometimes lead me to terrific discoveries.


    In Something Wonderful, I experimented with adding an epilogue for the first time, and I was surprised and delighted by the way it carried the story to an even better, fuller ending. In the very last line of the epilogue, I experimented with the idea of reprising the title, and I loved the effect of doing that. Since then, I’ve done the same thing in all my novels, and it’s become my “signature.” At least, I think of it that way.


    Read on now, and enjoy.


    Warmly,


    Judith McNaught
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To Christopher Brian Fehlig
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Chapter One
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THE VOLUPTUOUS BLOND WOMAN lifted up on an elbow and pulled a sheet to her breasts. Frowning slightly, she studied the darkly handsome youth of eighteen who was standing at the window of his bedchamber, his shoulder propped against the window frame, looking out across the back lawns, where a party in honor of his mother’s birthday was in progress. “What do you see that interests you more than I?” Lady Catherine Harrington asked as she wrapped the sheet around herself and walked over to the window.


Jordan Addison Matthew Townsende, the future Duke of Hawthorne, seemed not to hear her as he looked out across the grounds of the palatial estate that would, upon his father’s death, become his. As he gazed at the hedge maze below, he saw his mother emerge from the shrubbery. Casting a brief, furtive look about her, she straightened the bodice of her dress and smoothed her heavy dark hair into some semblance of order. A moment later Lord Harrington emerged, retying his neckcloth. Their laughter drifted up through Jordan’s open window as they linked arms.


Mild cynicism marred the youthful handsomeness of his lean features as Jordan watched his mother and her newest lover cross the lawns and saunter into the arbor. A few moments later, his father emerged from the same hedge maze, looked about him, then retrieved Lady Milbome, his current paramour, from the bushes.


“Evidently my mother has acquired a new lover,” Jordan drawled sarcastically.


“Really?” Lady Harrington asked, peering out the window. “Who?”


“Your husband.” Turning fully toward her, Jordan studied her lovely face, searching for some sign of surprise. When he saw none, his own features hardened into an ironic mask. “You knew they were in the maze together, and that accounts for your sudden, unprecedented interest in my bed, is that it?”


She nodded, uneasy under the relentless gaze of those cool grey eyes. “I thought,” she said, running her hand up his hard chest, “it would be amusing if we were also to . . . ah . . . get together. But my interest in your bed isn’t sudden, Jordan, I’ve wanted you for a long time. Now that your mother and my husband are enjoying each other, I saw no reason not to take what I wanted. Where’s the harm in that?”


He said nothing and her eyes searched his inscrutable features, her smile coy. “Are you shocked?”


“Hardly,” he replied. “I’ve known about my mother’s affairs since I was eight years old, and I doubt I could be shocked by what any woman does. If anything, I’m surprised you didn’t contrive for all six of us to meet in the maze for a little ‘family’ get-together,” he finished with deliberate insolence.


She made a muffled sound, part laughter, part horror. “Now you’ve shocked me.”


Lazily he reached out and tipped her chin up, studying her face with eyes too hard, too knowledgeable for his years. “Somehow I find that impossible to believe.”


Suddenly embarrassed, Catherine pulled her hand from his chest and wrapped the sheet more securely around her nakedness. “Really, Jordan, I don’t see why you’re looking at me as if I’m beneath contempt,” she said, her face reflecting honest bewilderment and a little pique. “You aren’t married, so you don’t realize how insufferably dull life is for all of us. Without dalliance to take one’s mind off the tedium, we would all go quite mad.”


At the tragic note in her voice, humor softened his features and his firm, sensual lips quirked in a derisive smile. “Poor little Catherine,” he said dryly, reaching out and brushing his knuckles against her cheek. “What a miserable lot you women have. From the day you’re born, anything you want is yours for the asking, and so you have nothing to work for—and even if you did, you’d never be permitted to work for it. We don’t allow you to study and you’re forbidden sports, so you cannot exercise your mind or your body. You don’t even have honor to cling to, for although a man’s honor is his for as long as he wishes, yours is between your legs, and you lose it to the first man who has you. How unjust life is to you!” he finished. “No wonder you’re all so bored, amoral, and frivolous.”


Catherine hesitated, struck by his words, not certain whether he was ridiculing her, then shrugged. “You’re absolutely right.”


He looked at her curiously. “Did it ever occur to you to try to change all that?”


“No,” she admitted bluntly.


“I applaud your honesty. It’s a rare virtue in your sex.” Although he was only eighteen, Jordan Townsende’s potent attraction for women was already a topic of much scintillating feminine gossip, and as Catherine gazed into those cynical grey eyes, she suddenly felt herself drawn to him as if by some overwhelming magnetic force. Understanding was in his eyes, along with a touch of humor and hard knowledge far beyond his years. It was these things, even more than his dark good looks and blatant virility, that impelled women toward him. Jordan understood women; he understood her, and although it was obvious he didn’t admire or approve of her, he accepted her for what she was, with all her weaknesses.


“Are you coming to bed, my lord?”


“No,” he said mildly.


“Why?”


“Because I find I’m not quite bored enough to want to sleep with the wife of my mother’s lover.”


“You don’t—you don’t have a very high opinion of women, do you?” Catherine asked, because she couldn’t stop herself.


“Is there any reason I should?”


“I—” She bit her lip and then reluctantly shook her head. “No. I suppose not But someday you’ll have to marry in order to have children.”


His eyes suddenly glinted with amusement, and he leaned back against the window frame, crossing his arms over his chest. “Marry? Really? Is that how one gets children? And all this time, I thought—”


“Jordan, really!” she said, laughing, more than a little enthralled by this relaxed, teasing side of him. “You’ll need a legitimate heir.”


“When I’m forced to pledge my hand in order to produce an heir,” he replied with grim humor, “I’ll choose a naive chit right out of the schoolroom who’ll leap to do my merest bidding.”


“And when she becomes bored and seeks other diversion, what will you do?”


“Will she become bored?” he inquired in a steely voice.


Catherine studied his broad, muscular shoulders, deep chest, and narrow waist, then her gaze lifted to his ruggedly hewn features. In a linen shirt and tight-fitting riding breeches, every inch of Jordan Townsende’s tall frame positively radiated raw power and leashed sensuality. Her brows lifted over knowing green eyes. “Perhaps not.”


While she dressed, Jordan turned back to the windows and gazed dispassionately at the elegant guests who had gathered on the lawns at Hawthorne to celebrate his mother’s birthday. To an outsider on that day, Hawthorne doubtless looked like a fascinating, lush paradise populated by beautiful, carefree, tropical birds parading in all their gorgeous finery. To eighteen-year-old Jordan Townsende, the scene held little interest and no beauty; he knew too well what went on within the walls of this house when the guests were gone.


At eighteen, he did not believe in the inherent goodness of anyone, including himself. He had breeding, looks, and wealth; he was also world-weary, restrained, and guarded.


*  *  *


With her small chin propped upon her fists, Miss Alexandra Lawrence watched the yellow butterfly perched upon the windowsill of her grandfather’s cottage, then she turned her attention back to the beloved white-haired man seated across the desk from her. “What did you say, Grandfather? I didn’t hear you.”


“I asked why that butterfly is more interesting than Socrates today,” the kindly old man said, smiling his gentle scholar’s smile at the petite thirteen-year-old who possessed her mother’s glossy chestnut curls and his own blue-green eyes. Amused, he tapped the volume of Socrates’ works from which he had been instructing her.


Alexandra sent him a melting, apologetic smile, but she didn’t deny that she was distracted, for as her gentle, scholarly grandfather oft said, “A lie is an affront to the soul, as well as an insult to the intelligence of the person to whom one lies.” And Alexandra would have done anything rather than insult this gentle man who had instilled her with his own philosophy of life, as well as educating her in mathematics, philosophy, history, and Latin.


“I was wondering,” she admitted with a wistful sigh, “if there’s the slightest chance that I’m only in the ‘caterpillar stage’ just now, and someday soon I’ll change into a butterfly and be beautiful?”


“What’s wrong with being a caterpillar? After all,” he quoted, teasing, “ ‘Nothing is beautiful from every point of view.’ ” His eyes twinkled as he waited to see if she could recognize the quotation’s source.


“Horace,” Alexandra provided promptly, smiling back at him.


He nodded, pleased, then he said, “You needn’t worry about your appearance, my dear, because true beauty springs from the heart and dwells in the eyes.”


Alexandra tipped her head to the side, thinking, but she could not recall any philosopher, ancient or modern, who had said such a thing. “Who said that?”


Her grandfather chuckled. “I did.”


Her answering laughter tinkled like bells, filling the sunny room with her musical gaiety, then she abruptly sobered. “Papa is disappointed I’m not pretty, I can see it whenever he comes to visit. He has every reason to expect me to turn out better, for Mama is beautiful and, besides being handsome, Papa is also fourth cousin to an earl, by marriage.”


Barely able to conceal distaste for his son-in-law and for his dubious claim to an obscure connection to an obscure earl, Mr. Gimble quoted meaningfully, “Birth is nothing where virtue is not.”


“Molière.” Alexandra automatically named the source of the quotation. “But,” she continued glumly, reverting to her original concern, “you must admit it is excessively unkind of fate to give him a daughter who is so very common-looking. Why,” she went on morosely, “could I not be tall and blond? That would be so much nicer than looking like a little gypsy, which Papa says I do.”


She turned her head to contemplate the butterfly again, and Mr. Gimble’s eyes shone with fondness and delight, for his granddaughter was anything but common. When she was a child of four, he had begun instructing Alexandra in the fundamentals of reading and writing, exactly as he’d instructed the village children entrusted to his tutelage, but Alex’s mind was more fertile than theirs, quicker and more able to grasp concepts. The children of the peasants were indifferent students who came to him for only a few years and then went out into the fields of their fathers to labor, to wed, to reproduce, and begin the life cycle all over again. But Alex had been born with his own fascination for learning.


The elderly man smiled at his granddaughter; the “cycle” was not such a bad thing, he thought.


Had he followed his own youthful inclinations and remained a bachelor, devoting all his life to study, rather than marrying, Alexandra Lawrence would never have existed. And Alex was a gift to the world. His gift. The thought uplifted and then embarrassed him because it reeked of pride. Still, he couldn’t stem the rush of pleasure that flowed through him as he looked at the curly-haired child seated across from him. She was everything he hoped she’d be, and more. She was gentleness and laughter, intelligence and indomitable spirit. Too much spirit, perhaps, and too much sensitivity as well—for she repeatedly turned herself inside out, trying to please her shallow father during his occasional visits.


He wondered what sort of man she would marry—not such a one as his own daughter had wed, he devoutly hoped. His own daughter lacked Alexandra’s depth of character; he had spoiled her, Mr. Gimble thought sadly. Alexandra’s mother was weak and selfish. She had married a man exactly like herself, but Alex would need, and deserve, a far better man.


With her usual sensitivity, Alexandra noticed the sudden darkening of her grandfather’s mood and strove immediately to lighten it. “Are you feeling unwell, Grandpapa? The headache again? Shall I rub your neck?”


“I do have a bit of the headache,” Mr. Gimble said, and as he dipped his quill in the inkpot, forming the words that would someday become “A Complete Dissertation on the Life of Voltaire,” she came around behind him and began with her child’s hands to soothe away the tension in his shoulders and neck.


No sooner had her hands stilled than he felt the tickle of something brush against his cheek. Absorbed in his work, he reached up and absently rubbed his cheek where it tickled. A moment later, his neck tickled and he rubbed it there. The tickle switched to his right ear and he bit back an exasperated smile as he finally realized his granddaughter was brushing a feather quill against his skin. “Alex, my dear,” he said, “I fear there’s a mischievous little bird in here, diverting me from my labors.”


“Because you work too hard,” she said, but she pressed a kiss against his parchment cheek and returned to her seat to study Socrates. A few moments later, her lagging attention was diverted by a worm inching its way past the open door of the thatched cottage. “If everything in the universe serves God’s special purpose, why do you suppose He created snakes? They’re ever so ugly. Quite gruesome, actually.”


Sighing at her interruption, Mr. Gimble laid down his quill, but he was not proof against her sunny smile. “I shall make it a point to ask God about that when I see Him.”


The idea of her grandfather dying made Alexandra instantly somber, but the sound of a carriage drawing up before the cottage caused her to leap to her feet, running to the open window. “It’s Papa!” she burst out joyously. “Papa has come from London at last!”


“And about time it is, too,” Mr. Gimble grumbled, but Alex didn’t hear. Clad in her favorite garb of breeches and peasant shirt, she was racing through the doorway and hurtling herself into her father’s reluctant arms.


“How are you, little gypsy?” he said without much interest.


Mr. Gimble arose and went to the window, watching with a frown as the handsome Londoner helped his daughter up into his fancy new carnage. Fancy carriage, fancy clothes, but his morals were not fancy at all, thought Mr. Gimble angrily, recalling how his daughter, Felicia, had been blinded by the man’s looks and suavity from the moment he had arrived at their cottage one afternoon, his carriage broken down in the road in front of it. Mr. Gimble had offered to let the man spend the night and, late in the afternoon, against his better judgment, he had yielded to Felicia’s pleading and allowed her to walk out with him so she might “show him the pretty view from the hill above the stream.”


When darkness fell and they had not returned, Mr. Gimble struck out after them, finding his way easily by the light of the full moon. He discovered them at the foot of the hill, beside the stream, naked in each other’s arms. It had taken George Lawrence less than four hours to convince Felicia to abandon the precepts of a lifetime and to seduce her.


Rage beyond anything he had ever known had boiled up inside Mr. Gimble and, without a sound, he had left the scene. When he returned to the cottage two hours later, he was accompanied by his good friend the local vicar. The vicar was carrying the book from which he would read the marriage ceremony.


Mr. Gimble was carrying a rifle to make certain his daughter’s seducer participated in the ceremony.


It was the first time in his life he had ever held a weapon.


And what had his righteous fury gotten for Felicia? The question darkened Mr. Gimble’s features. George Lawrence had bought her a large, run-down house that had been vacant for a decade, provided her with servants, and for nine months following their marriage, he had reluctantly lived with her here in the remote little shire where she had been born. At the end of that time Alexandra arrived, and soon afterward George Lawrence went back to London, where he stayed, returning to Morsham only twice each year for two or three weeks.


“He is earning a living in the best way he knows how,” Felicia had explained to Mr. Gimble, obviously repeating what her husband had told her. “He’s a gentlemen and therefore cannot be expected to work for a living like ordinary men. In London, his breeding and connections enable him to mingle with all the right people, and from them he picks up hints now and then about good investments on the ’Change, and which horses to bet on at the races. It’s the only way he can support us. Naturally, he would like to have us with him in London, but it is dreadfully expensive in the city, and he would not dream of subjecting us to the sort of cramped, dingy lodgings he must live in there. He comes to us as often as he can.”


Mr. Gimble was dubious about George Lawrence’s explanation for preferring to remain in London, but he had no doubt why the man returned to Morsham twice each year. He did so because Mr. Gimble had promised to seek him out in London—with his borrowed rifle—if he did not return at least that often to see his wife and daughter. Nevertheless, there was no point in wounding Felicia with the truth, for she was happy. Unlike the other women in the tiny shire—Felicia was married to “a true gentleman” and that was all that counted in her foolish estimation. It gave her status, and she walked among her neighbors with a queenly air of superiority.


Like Felicia, Alexandra worshiped George Lawrence, and he basked in their unquestioning adoration during his brief visits. Felicia fussed over him, and Alex tried valiantly to be both son and daughter to him—worrying about her lack of feminine beauty at the same time she wore breeches and practiced fencing so she could fence with him whenever he came.


Standing in the window, Mr. Gimble glowered at the shiny conveyance drawn by four sleek, prancing horses. For a man who could spare little money for his wife and daughter, George Lawrence drove a very expensive carriage and team.


“How long can you stay this time, Papa?” Alexandra said, already beginning to dread the inevitable time when he would leave again.


“Only a week. I’m off to the Landsdowne’s place in Rent.”


“Why must you be gone so much?” Alexandra asked, unable to hide her disappointment even though she knew he, too, hated to be away from her and her mother.


“Because I must,” he said, and when she started to protest, he shook his head and reached into his pocket, extracting a small box. “Here, I’ve brought you a little present for your birthday, Alex.”


Alexandra gazed at him with adoration and pleasure, despite the fact that her birthday had come and gone months before, without so much as a letter from him. Her aquamarine eyes were shining as she opened the box and removed a small, silver-colored locket shaped like a heart. Although it was made of tin and not particularly pretty, she held it in her palm as if it were infinitely precious. “I shall wear it every single day of my life, Papa,” she whispered, then she put her arms around him in a fierce hug. “I love you so much!”


As they passed through the tiny sleepy village, the horses sent puffs of dust up into the air, and Alexandra waved at the people who saw her, eager for them to know that her wonderful, handsome papa had returned.


She needn’t have bothered to call their attention to him. By evening, everyone in the village would be discussing not only his return, but the color of his coat, and a dozen other details, for the Village of Morsham was as it had been for hundreds of years—sleepy, undisturbed, forgotten in its remote valley. Its inhabitants were simple, unimaginative, hard-working folk who took immeasurable pleasure in recounting any tiny event that occurred to alleviate the endless sameness of their existence. They were still talking about the day, three months ago, when a carriage came through with a city fellow wearing a coat of not just one cape but eight. Now they would have George Lawrence’s wondrous carriage and team to discuss for the next six months.


To an outsider, Morsham might seem a dull place populated by gossipy peasants, but to thirteen-year-old Alexandra, the village and its inhabitants were beautiful.


At thirteen she believed in the inherent goodness of each of God’s children and she had no doubt that honesty, integrity, and cheerfulness were common to all mankind. She was gentle, gay, and incurably optimistic.





Chapter Two
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THE DUKE OF HAWTHORNE slowly lowered his arm, the smoking pistol still in his hand, and gazed dispassionately at the crumpled figure of Lord Grangerfield lying motionless on the ground. Jealous husbands were a damned nuisance, Jordan thought—almost as troublesome as their vain and frivolous wives. Not only did they frequently leap to totally unwarranted conclusions, but they also insisted on discussing their delusions at dawn with pistols. His impassive gaze still resting on the elderly, wounded opponent, who was being tended by the physician and seconds, he cursed the beautiful, scheming young woman whose relentless pursuit of him had caused this duel.


At twenty-seven, Jordan had long ago decided that dallying with other men’s wives often resulted in more complications than any sexual gratification was worth. As a result, he had long made it a practice to restrict his frequent sexual liaisons to only those women who were unencumbered by husbands. God knew there were more than enough of them, and most were willing and eager to warm his bed. Flirtations, however, were a normal part of life amongst the ton, and his recent involvement with Elizabeth Grangerfield, whom he had known since they were both children, had been little more than that—a harmless flirtation that sprang up when she returned to England from an extended trip of more than a year. The flirtation had begun as nothing more than a few bantering remarks—admittedly with sexual overtones—exchanged between two old friends. It would never have gone further, except that one night last week Elizabeth had slipped past Jordan’s butler and, when Jordan came home, he found her in his bed—all lush, naked, inviting woman. Normally, he would have hauled her out of his bed and sent her home, but that night his mind was already dulled by the brandy he’d been imbibing with friends, and while he deliberated over what to do with her, his body had overruled his sluggish mind and insisted he accept her irresistible invitation.


Turning toward his horse, which was tethered to a nearby tree, Jordan glanced up at the feeble rays of sunlight that streaked the sky. There was still time to get a few hours of sleep before he began the long day of work and social engagements that would culminate late tonight at the Bildrups’ ball.


*  *  *


Chandeliers dripping with hundreds of thousands of crystals blazed above the vast mirrored ballroom where dancers attired in satins, silks, and velvets whirled in time to a lilting waltz. Pairs of French doors leading out onto the balconies were thrown open, allowing cool breezes to enter —and couples, desiring a few moments’ moonlit privacy, to exit.


Just beyond the furthest pair of doors, a couple stood on the balcony, their presence partially concealed by the shadows of the mansion itself, apparently unconcerned with the wild conjecture their absence from the ballroom was creating among the guests.


“It’s disgraceful!” Miss Leticia Bildrup said to the group of elegant young men and women who composed her personal retinue. Casting a ferociously condemning look, liberally laced with envy, in the direction of the doors through which the couple had just exited, she added, “Elizabeth Grangerfield is behaving like a strumpet, chasing after Hawthorne, with her own husband lying wounded from his duel with Hawthorne this very morning!”


Sir Roderick Carstairs regarded the angry Miss Bildrup with an expression of acid amusement for which he was known—and feared—by all the ton. “You’re right, of course, my beauty. Elizabeth ought to learn from your own example and pursue Hawthorne only in private, rather than in public.”


Leticia regarded him in haughty silence, but a telltale flush turned her smooth cheeks a becoming pink. “Beware, Roddy, you are losing the ability to separate what is amusing from what is offensive.”


“Not at all, my dear, I strive to be offensive.”


“Do not liken me to Elizabeth Grangerfield,” Leticia snapped in a furious underbreath. “We have nothing in common.”


“Ah, but you do. You both want Hawthorne. Which gives you something in common with six dozen other women I could name, particularly”—he nodded toward the beautiful red-haired ballerina who was waltzing with a Russian prince on the dance floor—“Elise Grandeaux. Although Miss Grandeaux seems to have gotten the best of all of you, for she is Hawthorne’s new mistress.”


“I don’t believe you!” Letty burst out, her blue eyes riveted on the graceful redhead who had reportedly bewitched the Spanish king and a Russian prince. “Hawthorne is unattached!”


“What are we discussing, Letty?” one of the young ladies asked, turning aside from her suitors.


“We are discussing the fact that he has gone out on the balcony with Elizabeth Grangerfield,” Letty snapped. No explanation of the word “he” was necessary. Amongst the ton, everyone who mattered knew “he” was Jordan Addison Matthew Townsende—Marquess of Landsdowne, Viscount Leeds, Viscount Reynolds, Earl Townsende of Marlow, Baron Townsende of Stroleigh, Richfield, and Monmart— and 12th Duke of Hawthorne.


“He” was the stuff of which young ladies’ dreams were made—tall, dark, and fatally handsome, with the devil’s own charm. Amongst the younger females of the ton, it was the consensus of opinion that his shuttered grey eyes could seduce a nun or freeze an enemy in his tracks. Older females were inclined to credit the former and discard the latter, since it was well-known that Jordan Townsende had dispatched hundreds of the French enemy, not with his eyes, but with his deadly skill with pistols and sabers. But regardless of their ages, all the ladies of the ton were in complete agreement on one issue: A person had only to look at the Duke of Hawthorne to know that he was a man of breeding, elegance, and style; a man who was as polished as a diamond. And, frequently, just as hard.


“Roddy says Elise Grandeaux has become his mistress,” Letty said, nodding toward the stunning, titian-haired beauty who appeared to be oblivious to the Duke of Hawthorne’s departure with Lady Elizabeth Grangerfield.


“Nonsense,” said a seventeen-year-old debutante who was a stickler for propriety. “If she was, he certainly wouldn’t bring her here. He couldn’t.”


“He could and he would,” another young lady announced, her gaze glued to the French doors through which the duke and Lady Grangerfield had just departed, as she waited eagerly for another glimpse of the legendary duke. “My mama says Hawthorne does whatever he pleases and the devil fly with public opinion!”


At that moment, the object of this and dozens of similar conversations throughout the ballroom was lounging against the stone railing of the balcony, gazing down into Elizabeth’s glistening blue eyes with an expression of unconcealed annoyance. “Your reputation is being shredded to pieces in there, Elizabeth. If you have any sense, you’ll retire to the country with your ‘ailing’ husband for a few weeks until the gossip over the duel dies down.”


With a brittle attempt at gaiety, Elizabeth shrugged. “Gossip can’t hurt me, Jordan. I’m a countess now.” Bitterness crept into her voice, strangling it. “Never mind that my husband is thirty years older than I. My parents have another title in the family now, which is all they wanted.”


“There’s no point in regretting the past,” Jordan said, restraining his impatience with an effort. “What’s done is done.”


“Why didn’t you offer for me before you went off to fight that stupid war in Spain?” she asked in a suffocated voice.


“Because,” he answered brutally, “I didn’t want to marry you.”


Five years ago, Jordan had casually considered offering for her in the distant, obscure future, but he hadn’t wanted a wife then any more than he did now, and nothing had been settled between them before he left for Spain. A year after his departure, Elizabeth’s father, intent on adding another title to the family tree, had insisted she marry Grangerfield. When Jordan received her letter, telling him she’d been married off to Grangerfield, he’d felt no keen sense of loss. On the other hand, he’d known Elizabeth since they were in their teens, and he had harbored a certain fondness for her. Perhaps if he had been around at the time, he might have persuaded her to defy her parents and refuse old Grangerfield’s suit. Or perhaps not. Like nearly all females of her social class, Elizabeth had been taught since childhood that her duty as a daughter was to marry in accordance with her parents’ wishes.


In any case, Jordan had not been here. Two years after his father’s death, despite the fact that he hadn’t produced an heir to ensure the succession, Jordan had bought a commission in the army and gone to Spain to fight against Napoleon’s troops. At first his daring and courage in the face of the enemy were simply the result of a reckless dissatisfaction with his own life. Later, as he matured, the skill and knowledge he acquired in countless bloody battles kept him alive and added to his reputation as a cunning strategist and invincible opponent.


Four years after departing for Spain, he resigned his commission and returned to England to resume the duties and responsibilities of a dukedom.


The Jordan Townsende who had returned to England the year before was very different from the young man who had left. The first time he walked into a ballroom after his return, many of those changes were startlingly evident: In contrast to the pale faces and bored languor of other gentlemen of his class, Jordan’s skin was deeply tanned, his tall body rugged and muscular, his movements brisk and authoritative; and, although the legendary Hawthorne charm was still evident in his occasional lazy white smile, there was an aura about him now of a man who had confronted danger—and enjoyed it. It was an aura that women found infinitely exciting and which added tremendously to his attraction.


“Can you forget what we’ve meant to each other?” Elizabeth raised her head, and before Jordan could react, she leaned up on her toes and kissed him, her familiar body willing and pliant, pressing eagerly against his.


His hands caught her arms in a punishing grip and he moved her away. “Don’t be a fool!” he snapped scathingly, his long fingers biting into her arms. “We were friends, nothing more. What happened between us last week was a mistake. It’s over.”


Elizabeth tried to move against him. “I can make you love me, Jordan. I know I can. You almost loved me a few years ago. And you wanted me last week—”


“I wanted your delectable body, my sweet,” he mocked with deliberate viciousness, “nothing else. That’s all I’ve ever wanted from you. I’m not going to kill your husband for you in a duel, so you can forget that scheme. You’ll have to find some other fool who’ll purchase your freedom for you at the point of a gun.”


She blanched, blinking back her tears, but she didn’t deny that she’d hoped he would kill her husband. “I don’t want my freedom, Jordan, I want you,” she said in a tear-clogged voice. “You may have regarded me as little more than a friend, but I’ve been in love with you since we were fifteen years old.”


The admission was made with such humble, hopeless misery that anyone but Jordan Townsende would have realized she was telling the truth, and perhaps been moved to pity her. But Jordan had long ago become a hardened skeptic where women were concerned. He responded to her painful admission of love by handing her a snowy white handkerchief. “Dry your eyes.”


The hundreds of guests who surreptitiously watched their return to the ballroom a few moments later, noted that Lady Grangerfield seemed tense and left the ball at once.


However, the Duke of Hawthorne looked as smoothly unperturbed as ever as he returned to the beautiful ballerina who was the latest in his long string of mistresses. And when the couple stepped onto the dance floor a few moments later, there was a glow of energy, a powerful magnetism that emanated from the beautiful, charismatic pair. Elise Grandeaux’s lithe, fragile, grace complemented his bold elegance; her vivid coloring was the perfect foil for his darkness, and when they moved together in a dance, they were two splendid creatures who seemed made for one another.


“But then that is always the way,” Miss Bildrup said to her friends as they studied the pair in fascinated admiration. “Hawthorne always makes the woman he is with look like his perfect mate.”


“Well, he won’t marry a common stage performer no matter how excellent they look together,” said Miss Morrison. “And my brother has promised to bring him to our house for a morning call this week,” she added on a note of triumph.


Her joy was demolished by Miss Bildrup: “My mama said he plans to leave for Rosemeade tomorrow.”


“Rosemeade?” the other echoed blankly, her shoulders drooping.


“His grandmother’s estate,” Miss Bildrup clarified. “It’s to the north, beyond some godforsaken little village called Morsham.”





Chapter Three
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IT DEFIES THE IMAGINATION, Filbert, it truly does!” Alexandra announced to the old footman who shuffled into her bedchambers carrying a small armload of wood.


Filbert squinted nearsightedly at his seventeen-year-old mistress, who was sprawled across the bed on her stomach, her small chin cupped in her hands, her body clad in her usual ensemble of tight brown breeches and faded shirt.


“It positively boggles the mind,” Alexandra repeated in a voice reeking with disapproval.


“What does, Miss Alex?” he inquired, approaching the bed. Spread out before his mistress upon the coverlet was something white and large, which the myopic footman deduced was either a towel or a newspaper. Squinting his eyes, he stared hard at the white object, upon which he perceived there appeared to be blurry black blotches, which in turn led him to correctly conclude that the object was a newspaper.


“It says here,” Alexandra informed him, tapping the newspaper dated April 2, 1813, with her forefinger, “that Lady Weatherford-Heath gave a ball for eight hundred people, followed by a supper consisting of no less than forty-five different dishes! Forty-five dishes! Can you conceive of such extravagance? Furthermore,” Alex continued, absently brushing her dark curls off her nape as she glared at the offending newspaper, “the article drones on and on about the people who attended the party and what they wore. Listen to this, Sarah,” she said, looking up and smiling as Sarah Withers padded into the room carrying an armload of freshly laundered linens.


Until Alexandra’s father died three years ago, Sarah had held the title of housekeeper, but as a result of the dire financial circumstances resulting from his death, she had been discharged along with all the other servants— excepting Filbert and Penrose, who were both too old and infirm to find new employment. Now Sarah returned only once a month, along with a peasant girl to help out with the laundering and heavy cleaning.


In a gushing falsetto voice, Alexandra quoted for Sarah’s benefit, “Miss Emily Welford was escorted by the Earl of Marcham. Miss Welford’s ivory silk gown was adorned with pearls and diamonds.” Chuckling, Alex closed the paper and looked at Sarah. “Can you believe people actually want to read such tripe? Why would anyone care what gown somebody wore or that the Earl of Delton has lately returned from a sojourn in Scotland, or that ‘Rumor has it he is showing a particular interest in a certain young lady of considerable beauty and consequence’?”


Sarah Withers lifted her brows and stared disapprovingly at Alex’s attire. “There are some young ladies who care about making the most of their appearance,” she pointedly replied.


Alexandra accepted that well-intentioned gibe with cheerful, philosophical indifference. “It would take more than a little powder and puce satin to make me look like a grand lady.” Alex’s long-ago hope to emerge from a “cocoon” as a classically beautiful blonde had not come to fruition at all. Instead, her short-cropped, curly hair was dark chestnut, her chin was still small and stubborn, her nose still pert, and her body was just as slim and agile as a lad’s. In point of fact, her only truly remarkable feature was a pair of sooty-lashed, huge aqua eyes that completely dominated her face—a face that was now lightly tanned from working and riding in the sun. However, her looks no longer concerned Alex in the least; she had other, more important matters to occupy her mind.


Three years ago, after the death of her grandfather was followed almost immediately by the demise of her father, Alex had become technically, albeit inaccurately, the “man of the house.” Into her youthful hands had fallen the job of looking after the two elderly servants, stretching the meager family budget, providing food for the table, and dealing with her mama’s temper tantrums.


An ordinary girl, brought up in the ordinary way, would never have been able to rise to the challenge. But there was nothing ordinary about Alexandra’s appearance or her abilities. As a young girl, she had learned to fish and shoot for sport to become a good companion to her father when he came to visit. Now, with calm determination, she simply used those same skills to feed her family.


The clatter of wood being dumped into the wood box banished from her mind all thoughts of ball gowns dusted with diamonds. Shivering from the chill that seeped through the thick walls of the house, making it damp and cold even in the summer, she wrapped her arms across her chest. “Don’t waste that, Filbert,” she said quickly, as the footman bent to add one of the small logs he’d brought up to the feeble little fire. “It’s not really cold in here,” she prevaricated, “it’s merely a little brisk. Very healthy. Besides, I’m leaving in a few minutes for Mary Ellen’s brother’s party, and there’s no point in wasting good wood.”


Filbert glanced at her and nodded, but the log slipped out of his grasp and rolled across the scuffed wooden floor. He straightened and glanced about him, trying to distinguish the brown log from the sea of floorboards about him. Conscious of his failing eyesight, Alexandra said gently, “It’s by the foot of my desk,” then watched with sympathy as the old footman padded over to the desk and crouched down, feeling about him for the log. “Sarah?” she asked suddenly, as the same strange feeling of expectation she had occasionally experienced over the last three years gathered in her breast. “Did you ever have the feeling that something special was going to happen?”


Sarah briskly closed the drawers of the bureau and bustled over to the armoire. “Indeed I have.”


“Did the feeling come true?”


“It did.”


“Really?” Alexandra said, her aqua eyes bright, inquisitive. “What happened?”


“The chimney caved in, just as I warned your papa it was going to do, did he not see to having it repaired.”


Musical laughter erupted from Alexandra and she shook her head. “No, no, that’s not the sort of feeling I mean.” A little embarrassed, Alexandra confided, “I’ve had this feeling now and then since shortly after Grandfather died, but it’s been ever so much stronger and constant this past week. I feel as if I’m standing on a precipice, waiting for something that’s about to happen.”


Taken aback by Alexandra’s dreamy voice and prolonged languor when she was normally matter-of-fact and a whirlwind of busy activity, Sarah studied her. “What is it you think is going to happen?”


Alexandra shivered deliciously. “Something wonderful.” She started to say more, but her thoughts were scattered by a loud feminine screech that came from Uncle Monty’s bedroom across the hall, followed by the sound of a slamming door and a pair of running feet. Alexandra flipped upright and jumped off the bed in a graceful, energetic motion that was far more natural to her nature than her previous state of dreamy stillness, just as Mary, the young peasant girl whom Sarah brought with her to help with the laundering, charged angrily into the bedroom.


“ ’E swatted me, ’e did!” Mary burst out, rubbing her ample bottom. Raising her arm, she pointed an accusing finger toward Uncle Monty’s room. “I don’t ’ave to take that from the likes o’ him, nor nobody! I’m a nice girl, I am, an’—”


“Then act like a nice girl and mind your tongue!” Sarah snapped.


Alexandra sighed as the full weight of her responsibility for this household settled around her again and drove away all thoughts of forty-five-course dinners. “I’ll go and speak to Uncle Monty,” she told Mary. “I’m sure he won’t do it again,” and then with smiling candor, she added, “At least, he won’t do it if you don’t bend over within his reach. Sir Montague is something of a . . . well . . . a connoisseur of the female anatomy, and when a female has a particularly well-rounded bottom, he tends to show his approval with a pat—rather like a horseman who pats the flank of a particularly fine thoroughbred.”


This speech had the effect of flattering and subduing the peasant girl, since despite Montague Marsh’s ungentlemanly behavior, he was nevertheless a knight of the realm.


When everyone had left, Sarah glowered gloomily at the empty room with the Gazette left upon the bed. “Something wonderful,” she snorted, thinking with bitter sorrow of the seventeen-year-old girl who was trying, without complaint, to carry the burden of a bizarre household whose only servants were a stooped, elderly butler who was too proud to admit he was going deaf and a hopelessly nearsighted footman. Alexandra’s family was as much a burden to her as her servants, Sarah thought with disgust. Her great-uncle Montague Marsh, although good-natured, was rarely sober, while never drunk enough to overlook any opportunity to show his amorous attention to anyone wearing skirts. Mrs. Lawrence, Alexandra’s mother, who should have taken charge after Mr. Lawrence died, had abdicated all responsibility for the running of Lawrence House to Alexandra, and was the greatest of Alex’s burdens.


“Uncle Monty,” Alexandra said in a mildly exasperated voice to her father’s uncle, who’d come to live with them two years ago when none of his closer relatives would have him.


The portly gentleman was seated before the feeble fire, his gouty leg propped upon a footstool, his expression soulful. “I suppose you’ve come to ring a peal over me about that girl,” he muttered, eyeing her with baleful, red-rimmed eyes.


He looked so much like a chastened, elderly child that Alexandra was unable to maintain a suitably stern demeanor. “Yes,” she admitted with a reluctant little smile, “and also to discover where you’ve hidden that bottle of contraband Madeira your friend Mr. Watterly brought here yesterday.”


Uncle Monty reacted with a poor imitation of righteous indignation. “And who, may I ask, dared to presume there is such a bottle present in these rooms?”


He watched askance as Alexandra ignored him and began methodically and efficiently searching his favorite hiding places—beneath the cushion of the settee, under his mattress, and up the chimney. After trying a half-dozen other places, she walked over to his chair and held out her hand good-naturedly. “Give it over, Uncle Monty.”


“What?” he asked blankly, shifting uneasily as the bottle of Madeira beneath him poked him in one side of his ample rear end.


Alexandra saw him shift and chuckled. “The bottle of Madeira you’re sitting upon, that’s what.”


“You mean my medicine,” he corrected. “As to that, Dr. Beetle told me I’m to use it for its curative benefits, whenever my old war wound kicks up.”


Alexandra studied his bloodshot eyes and rosy cheeks, assessing the extent of his inebriation with the expertise that came from two years of dealing with her reckless, irresponsible, but lovable old uncle. Stretching her hand nearer to him, she insisted, “Give over, Uncle. Mama is expecting the squire and his wife to supper, and she wants you there, too. You’ll need to be as sober as a—”


“I’ll need to be foxed in order to endure that pompous pair. I tell you, Alex m’gel, the two o’ them give me the shudders. Piety is for saints and saints aren’t fit company for a flesh-and-blood man.” When Alexandra continued to hold out her hand, the old man sighed resignedly, lifted his hip and withdrew the half-empty bottle of Madeira from beneath him.


“That’s a good fellow,” Alexandra praised, giving him a comradely pat on the shoulder. “If you’re still up when I return, we’ll have a cozy game of whist and—”


“When you return?” Sir Montague uttered in alarm. “You don’t mean to go off and leave me alone with your mama and her insufferable guests!”


“I do indeed,” Alexandra said gaily, already heading off. She blew him a kiss and closed the door on his mutterings about “expiring from boredom” and “being cast into eternal gloom.”


She was passing her mother’s bedchambers when Felicia Lawrence called out in a frail but imperious voice, “Alexandra! Alexandra, is that you?”


The angry note in her mother’s plaintive voice made Alex pause and mentally brace herself for what was bound to be another unpleasant confrontation with her mother over Will Helmsley. Squaring her thin shoulders, she stepped into her mother’s room. Mrs. Lawrence was seated before a dressing table, wearing an old mended wrapper, frowning at her reflection in the mirror. The three years since her husband’s death had added decades to her mother’s once-beautiful face, Alex thought sadly. The vivacious sparkle that had once lit her mother’s eyes and enlivened her voice had faded, along with the rich mahogany color of her hair. Now it was dull brown, streaked with grey. It wasn’t just grief that had ravaged her mother’s face, Alex knew. It was also anger.


Three weeks after George Lawrence’s death, a splendid carriage had drawn up at their house. In it was Alex’s beloved father’s “other family”—the wife and daughter he’d been living with in London for over twelve years. He had kept his legitimate family tucked away in near-poverty in Morsham, while he lived with his illegitimate one in grand style. Even now, Alex winced with pain as she recalled that devastating day when she’d unexpectedly come face to face with her half-sister in this very house. The girl’s name was Rose, and she was excessively pretty. But that didn’t hurt Alex nearly so much as the beautiful gold locket Rose was wearing around her slender white throat. George Lawrence had given it to her, just as he had given one to Alex. But Alex’s was made of tin.


The tin locket, and the fact that he had chosen to live with the lovely little blond girl, made her father’s opinion of Alex and her mother eloquently clear.


Only in one area had he treated both his families equally —and that was in the matter of estate: He had died without a shilling to his name, leaving both families equally penniless.


For her mother’s sake, Alex had buried the pain of his betrayal in her heart and tried to behave normally, but her mother’s grief had turned to rage. Mrs. Lawrence had retired permanently to her rooms to nurse her fury, leaving everything else to Alex to handle. For two and a half years, Mrs. Lawrence had taken no interest in her household or her grieving daughter. When she spoke, it was only to rail about the injustice of her fate and her husband’s treachery.


But six months ago Mrs. Lawrence had realized that her situation might not be so hopeless as she’d thought. She had hit upon a means of escape from her plight—and Alexandra was to be that means. Alexandra, she had decided, was going to snare a husband who could rescue both of them from this impoverished life-style. To that end, Mrs. Lawrence had turned her acquisitive attention to the various families in the neighborhood. Only one of them, the Helmsleys, had enough wealth to suit her, and so she decided upon their son Will—despite the fact that he was a dull, henpecked youth, greatly under the influence of his overpowering parents, who were nearly puritanical in their religious leanings.


“I’ve asked the squire and his wife to supper,” Mrs. Lawrence said to Alex in the mirror. “And Penrose has promised to prepare an excellent meal.”


“Penrose is a butler, Mama, he can’t be expected to cook for company.”


“I am well aware of Penrose’s original position in the household, Alexandra. However, he does cook better than Filbert or you, so we will have to make do with his skills this evening. And with fish, of course,” she said, and a delicate shudder shook her thin shoulders. “I do wish we didn’t have to eat so much fish. I never cared overmuch for it.”


Alexandra, who caught the fish and shot whatever game she could find for their table, flushed, as if she was somehow failing in her duty as head of the strange household. “I’m sorry, Mama, but game is scarce just now. Tomorrow, I’ll ride out into the countryside and see if I can get something better. Just now, I’m leaving, and I won’t be home until late.”


“Late?” her mother gasped. “But you must be here tonight, and you must, must, must be on the most excellent behavior. You know what sticklers the squire and his wife are for modesty and decorum in a female, although it galls my soul that that man has left us so low in the world that we must now cater to the preferences of a mere squire.”


Alexandra didn’t need to ask who “that man” referred to. Her mother always referred to Alex’s father either as “that man” or as “your father”—as if Alexandra herself were somehow to blame for choosing him and she, Mrs. Lawrence, were the mere innocent victim of that choice.


“Then you mustn’t cater to the squire,” Alexandra said with gentle, but unshakable firmness, “for I wouldn’t marry Will Helmsley if it would save me from starving—which we are not in the least danger of doing.”


“Oh yes, you will,” her mother said in a low, angry voice that sprang from a mixture of desperation and terror. “And you must comport yourself like the wellborn young lady you are. No more gallivanting about the countryside. The Helmsleys won’t overlook a breath of scandal if it is attached to their future daughter-in-law.”


“I am not their future anything!” Alexandra said, hanging on to her shaky composure with an effort. “I loathe Will Helmsley and for your information,” she finished, pushed to the point of forgetting about her mother’s fragile hold on sanity, “Mary Ellen says Will Helmsley prefers young boys to girls!”


The horror of that statement, which Alex only partially understood herself, sailed right over Mrs. Lawrence’s greying head. “Well, of course—most young men prefer other young men as companions. Although,” Mrs. Lawrence continued, getting up and beginning to pace with the fevered awkwardness of one who has been an invalid for a long time, “that may be exactly why he hasn’t shown a strong reluctance to wed you, Alexandra.” Her gaze was riveted up on Alexandra’s thin frame clad in threadbare, tight brown breeches, a white, full-sleeved shirt opened at the throat, and brown boots that showed she’d attempted to shine them. She looked much like a once-prosperous young lad whose family had fallen on hard times and who was forced to wear clothes he’d outgrown. “You must begin wearing gowns, even though young Will doesn’t seem to object to your breeches.”


Hanging on to her temper with an effort, Alex said patiently, “Mama, I do not own a gown that is not inches above my knees.”


“I told you to alter one of mine for you.”


“But I’m not handy with a needle, and—”


Mrs. Lawrence stopped pacing and glared at her. “I must say you’re putting every obstacle you can think of in the way of your betrothal, but I mean to end this mockery of a life we’ve been living, and Squire Helmsley’s son is the only hope we have.” She frowned darkly at the stubborn child-woman standing in the doorway, a shadow of bitter regret crossing her pale features. “I realize that we have never been truly close, Alexandra, but it is that man’s fault you’ve grown into the wild, unruly hoyden you are today, gallivanting about the countryside, wearing pants, shooting that rifle, and doing all manner of things you ought not.”


Helpless to keep the angry embarrassment from her voice, Alexandra retorted stiffly, “If I were the demure, vapid, helpless creature you seem to want me to be, this household would have starved long ago.”


Mrs. Lawrence had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. “What you say is true, but we cannot go on this way much longer. Despite your best efforts, we’re in debt to everyone. I know I’ve not been a good mother these three years past, but I’ve come to my senses at last, and I must take steps to see you safely married.”


“But I don’t love Will Helmsley,” Alexandra burst out desperately.


“Which is all to the good,” Mrs. Lawrence said harshly. “Then he can’t hurt you as your father hurt me. Will comes from a steady, solid family. You won’t find him keeping an extra wife in London and gambling everything away.” Alexandra winced at this cruel reminder of her father’s perfidy, as her mother continued, “Actually, we’re very lucky Squire Helmsley is so very pushing—otherwise, I daresay he wouldn’t have you for a daughter.”


“Just what is my attraction as a daughter-in-law?”


Mrs. Lawrence looked shocked. “Why, we are connected to an earl, Alexandra, and to a knight of the realm,” she said as if that answered everything.


When Mrs. Lawrence fell into a pensive silence, Alexandra shrugged and said, “I’m off to Mary Ellen’s. It’s her brother’s birthday today.”


“Perhaps it’s better if you aren’t present at supper,” Mrs. Lawrence said, absently picking up her hairbrush and running it haphazardly through her hair. “I believe the Helmsleys mean to broach the subject of the marriage tonight, and it wouldn’t do to have you here frowning and looking mutinous.”


“Mama,” Alexandra said with a mixture of pity and alarm, “I would rather starve than marry Will.”


Mrs. Lawrence’s expression made it clear that she, for one, did not prefer starvation to her daughter’s marriage. “These matters are best left for adults to decide. Go along to Mary Ellen’s, but do wear a gown.”


“I can’t. In honor of John O’Toole’s birthday, we’re going to have a jousting tournament like in days of old—you know, the sort of tournament the O’Tooles always have on birthdays.”


“You’re entirely too old to go parading about in that rusty old suit of armor, Alexandra. Leave it in the hallway where it belongs.”


“No harm will come to it,” Alex assured. “I’m only taking a shield, the helmet, the lance, and the breastplate.”


“Oh, very well,” her mother said with a weary shrug.





Chapter Four
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MOUNTED UPON OLD THUNDER, a swaybacked, eviltempered gelding who was older than she was and who had belonged to her grandfather, Alexandra plodded down the rutted road toward the O’Tooles’ sprawling cottage, her rifle in a scabbard beside her, her gaze sweeping the side of the road in hopes of spying some small game to shoot on the way to Mary Ellen’s. Not that there was much chance of surprising any animal this afternoon, for the long lance tucked under her arm clanked noisily against the breastplate she wore and banged against the shield she carried.


Despite her unhappy confrontation with her mother, Alex’s spirits rose, buoyed up by the glorious spring day and the same sense of excited expectation she’d tried to describe to Sarah.


Down in the valley on her left and in the woods on her right, spring flowers had burst into bloom, filling her eyes and nose with their rainbow colors and delicious scent. On the outskirts of the village there was a small inn, and Alexandra, who knew everyone within the eight-mile circle that encompassed her entire world, shoved the visor of her helmet up and waved gaily at Mr. Tilson, the proprietor. “Good day, Mr. Tilson,” she called.


“Good day to you, Miss Alex,” he called back.


Mary Ellen O’Toole and her six brothers were outside the O’Tooles’ rambling cottage, a rollicking game of knights-of-yore already in full progress in their yard. “Come on, Alexandra,” fourteen-year-old Tom called from atop his father’s ancient horse. “It’s time for a joust.”


“No, let’s duel first,” the thirteen-year-old argued, brandishing an old saber. “I’ll best you this time, Alex. I’ve been practicing day and night.”


Laughing, Alexandra awkwardly dismounted and hugged Mary Ellen, then both girls threw themselves into the games, which were a ritual reenacted on each of the seven O’Toole children’s birthday.


The afternoon and evening passed in exuberant games, cheerful rivalry, and the convivial laughter of a large family gathered together—something that Alexandra, an only child, had always longed to be part of.


By the time she was on her way home, she was happily exhausted and nearly groaning from the quantity of hearty food she’d eaten at the insistence of kindly Mrs. O’Toole.


Lulled by the steady clip-clop of old Thunder’s hooves on the dusty road, Alexandra let her body sway in rhythm with the horse’s gentle motion, her heavy eyelids drooping with fatigue. Left with no other way to bring her suit of armor back home, Alexandra was wearing it, but it made her uncomfortably warm, which made her feel even drowsier.


As she passed the inn and turned old Thunder onto the wide path that led through the woods and intersected the main road again a mile away, she noticed that several horses were tied in the innyard and the lamp in the window was still lit. Masculine voices, raised in lusty song, drifted through the open window to her. Overhead the branches of the oak trees met, swaying in the spring night, casting eerie shadows on the path as they blotted out the moon.


It was late, Alexandra knew, but she didn’t urge her mount to quicken its walking pace. In the first place, Thunder was past twenty, and in the second, she wanted to be sure that Squire and Mrs. Helmsley had departed by the time she arrived.


The visor of her helmet abruptly clanked down across her face again, and Alexandra sighed with irritation, longing to take the heavy helmet off and carry it. Deciding that Thunder was unlikely to feel either the energy or the inclination to try to run off with her, particularly after his exhausting day at the “lists,” Alexandra pulled him to a stop, then let go of his reins and transferred the heavy shield she was carrying to her left hand. Intending to take off the helmet and carry it in the crook of her right arm, she reached up to pull the helmet off, then halted, her attention suddenly drawn to the muffled, unidentifiable sounds coming from the perimeter of the woods, a quarter of a mile ahead near the road.


Frowning slightly, wondering if she was about to encounter a wild boar, or a less threatening—perhaps edible— species of game, she withdrew her rifle from its scabbard as quietly as her armor would allow.


Suddenly the serenity of the night was shattered by the explosion of a gunshot, and then another. Before Alexandra had time to react, old Thunder bolted in wild-eyed confusion through the thinning woods—galloping blindly, straight toward the source of the shots, his bridle reins flicking the ground beside his flying hooves, with Alexandra’s legs clamped in a death grip against his sides.


The bandit’s head jerked toward the eruption of clanking metal from the woods beside them, and Jordan Townsende tore his gaze from the deadly hole at the end of the pistol that the second bandit was aiming straight at his chest. The sight that greeted him made him doubt his eyesight. Charging out of the woods to his rescue atop a swaybacked nag was a knight in armor with his visor pulled down, a shield at the ready in one hand and a rifle in his other.


Alexandra stifled a scream as she crashed out of the woods and catapulted straight into the midst of a moonlit scene more sinister than any of her worst nightmares: A coachman was lying wounded in the road beside a coach, and two bandits with red handkerchiefs concealing their faces were holding a tall man at gunpoint. The second bandit turned as Alexandra clattered down on them—and pointed his gun straight at her.


There was no time to think, only to react. Tightening her grip on her rifle and unconsciously counting on the protection of her shield and breastplate against the inevitable bullet, Alexandra leaned to the right, intending to launch herself at the bandit and knock him to the ground, but at that moment his gun exploded.


In a frenzy of terror, Thunder stumbled and lost his balance, pitching Alexandra helplessly through the air to land in a heap of rusty metal atop the second bandit. The impact nearly dislodged her helmet, sent her rifle skidding uselessly into the road, and knocked her half-unconscious.


Unfortunately, the bandit recovered before Alexandra’s head stopped reeling. “What the bloody hell—” he grunted and, with a mighty shove, pushed her limp body off him and delivered a vicious kick to her side before running over to help his accomplice, who was now engaged in a physical struggle with their tall victim for possession of the pistol.


In a blur of panic and pain, Alexandra saw both bandits pounce on the tall man, and she heaved herself forward with a strength born of sheer terror—crawling, scrambling, and clanking toward the dark gleaming shaft of her rifle lying on the rutted road. Just as her hand closed around the stock of her rifle, she saw the tall man wrest the pistol from the thin bandit and shoot him, then crouch and whirl, pointing his pistol straight at the other one.


Mesmerized by the terrible deadly grace of the tall man’s swift maneuver, Alexandra watched him coldly and calmly level the gun at the second assailant. Still sprawled on her stomach, she closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable explosion. But there was only the loud click of an empty gun.


“You poor, stupid bastard,” the bandit said with an evil laugh and lazily reached inside his shirt, pulling out his own pistol. “Do you think I’da let yer grab that second gun off the ground if’n I didn’ know fer sure it was empty? You’re going to die real slow for killing me brother. It takes a long time for a man to die when he’s been shot in the stomach—”


Her mind screaming with fear, Alexandra rolled onto her side, rammed the bolt of her rifle into place and sighted down the barrel. When the bandit raised his pistol, she fired. The powerful recoil slammed her onto her back, knocking the air from her chest. When she turned her head in the dirt and opened her eyes, the bandit was lying in a shaft of moonlight, the side of his head blown off.


She hadn’t merely wounded him as she’d hoped to do, she had killed him. A groan of terror and anguish rose in her throat and tore from her constricted chest, and then the world began to spin, slowly at first, than faster as she watched the tall man kick over the bandit she’d killed, then start toward her, his long-legged gait swift, menacing somehow. . . . The world spun faster, carrying her down through a black hole. For the first time in her life, Alexandra fainted.


Jordan crouched down beside the fallen knight, his hands rough in his urgent haste to tug off the helmet so he could assess the injuries to the inhabitant of the suit of armor. “Quick, Grimm!” he called over to his coachman, who was staggering to his feet, recovering from the bandit’s blow which had knocked him unconscious. “Give me a hand with this damned armor.”


“Is he hurt, your grace?” Grimm said, rushing over to his master’s side and kneeling down.


“Obviously,” Jordan said brusquely, wincing at the cut on the left side of the small face.


“He wasn’t shot, was he?”


“I don’t think so. Hold his head—gently, dammit!— while I pull this monstrosity off him.” Tossing the helmet aside, Jordan pulled off the breastplate. “God, what an absurd costume,” he uttered, but his voice was worried as he surveyed the limp body before him, looking for a bullet wound or a sign of blood in the moonlight. “It’s too dark to tell where he’s hurt. Turn the coach around and we’ll take him to the inn we passed a few miles back. Someone there will be bound to know who his parents are, as well as the direction of the nearest doctor.” Reaching down, Jordan gently grasped his young rescuer under the arms, shocked to discover how light in weight the lad beneath the armor was. “He’s just a boy, no more than thirteen or fourteen,” Jordan said, his voice gruff with guilt at the harm he had evidently caused the courageous youth who had charged to his rescue. Effortlessly scooping the child into his arms, he carried him to his coach.


*  *  *


Jordan’s arrival at the inn with an unconscious Alexandra in his arms caused a furor of lewd comments and bawdy suggestions from the occupants of the common room who, because of the lateness of the hour, were deeply in their cups.


With the supreme indifference of the true aristocrat toward lesser mortals, Jordan ignored the raised voices and stalked toward the barmaid. “Show me to your best room and then send the innkeeper to me at once.”


The barmaid glanced from the back of Alexandra’s curly dark head to the tall, impeccably dressed gentleman and scurried off to carry out all his commands in the order they had been given, beginning with the inn’s finest bedchamber.


Gently, Jordan laid the lad upon the bed and unfastened the laces at the neck of the boy’s shirt. The boy groaned, his eyelids fluttered open, and Jordan found himself staring into an amazingly large pair of eyes the startling color of liquid aquamarines, fringed with absurdly long, curly lashes —eyes that were gazing back at him in disoriented bewilderment. Smiling reassuringly, Jordan said gently, “Welcome back to the world, Galahad.”


“Where—” Alexandra wet her parched lips, her voice an unfamiliar croak. Clearing her throat, she tried again and managed little more than a hoarse, thready whisper. “Where am I?”


“You’re at an inn near where you were hurt.”


The gory details came flooding back, and Alexandra felt hot tears burn the backs of her eyes. “I killed him. I killed that man,” she choked.


“And saved two lives by doing it—mine and my coachman’s.”


In her dazed state, Alexandra seized on that reassurance and clung to it for all the comfort it offered. Not able to focus perfectly yet, she watched as if from a distance as he began running his hands up and down her legs. No hands but her mother’s had ever touched her person—and that not for years and years. Alexandra found the sensation both faintly pleasant and oddly disturbing, but when the man’s hands began gently probing at her lower rib cage, she gasped and clutched his thick wrists. “Sir!” she croaked desperately. “What are you doing?”


Jordan’s gaze flicked to the slender fingers gripping his wrists with a strength that seemed born of fear. “I’m looking for broken bones, stripling. I’ve sent for a doctor and the innkeeper. Although, since you’re awake now, you can tell me yourself who you are and where to locate the nearest physician.”


Alarmed and indignant at the exorbitant cost of a physician’s services, Alex burst out desperately, “Do you have any idea how much a leech charges nowadays?”


Jordan stared down at the pale lad with the amazing eyes and felt a deep stirring of compassion mingled with admiration—a combination of emotions that was completely foreign to him. “You incurred these injuries on my behalf. Naturally, I’ll stand good for the charges.”


He smiled then, and Alexandra felt the last vestiges of haziness abruptly clear from her mind. Smiling down at her was the largest and unquestionably the most handsome male she had ever seen, ever imagined. His eyes were the silver-grey of satin and steel, his shoulders very wide, his baritone voice rich and compelling. In contrast to his tanned face, his teeth were startlingly white, and although rugged masculine strength was carved into the tough line of his jaw and chin, his touch was gentle, and there were tiny lines at the corners of his eyes to testify to his sense of humor.


Looking up at the giant who loomed above her, she felt very small and fragile. Oddly, she also felt safe. Safer than she had felt in three years. Loosening her grip on his hands, she raised her own hand and touched her fingers to a cut on his chin. “You’ve been hurt, too,” she said, smiling shyly at him.


Jordan caught his breath at the unexpected glamour of the lad’s glowing smile and froze in amazement when he felt an odd, inner tingle from the boy’s touch. A boy’s touch. Brusquely shaking off the small hand, he wondered grimly if his boredom with life’s ordinary diversions was turning him into some sort of perverted dilettante. “You haven’t yet told me your name,” he said, his tone deliberately cool as he began exploring the boy’s lower ribcage, watching his small face for any sign of pain.


Alexandra opened her mouth to give her name, but gave a shriek of outraged panic instead when he suddenly slid his hands onto her breasts.


Jordan jerked his hands away as if they’d been scorched. “You’re a girl!”


“I can’t help it!” Alexandra flung back, stung by the sharp accusation in his voice.


The absurdity of their exchanged words struck them both at the same time: Jordan’s black scowl gave way to a sudden grin and Alexandra started to laugh. And that was how Mrs. Tilson, the innkeeper’s wife, found them—both on the bed, laughing, the man’s hands arrested a few inches above Miss Alexandra Lawrence’s gaping shirt and bosom.


“Alexandra Lawrence!” she exploded, barging into the room like a battleship under full sail, sparks shooting from her eyes as they leveled on the man’s hands above Alexandra’s open shirt. “What is the meaning of this!”


Alexandra was blessedly oblivious to the portent of what Mrs. Tilson was seeing and thinking, but Jordan was not, and he found it nauseating that this woman’s evil mind could apparently accuse a young girl of no more than thirteen years of collaborating in her own moral demise. His features hardened and there was a distinct frost in his clipped, authoritative voice. “Miss Lawrence was hurt in an accident just south of here on the road. Send for a physician.”


“No, do not, Mrs. Tilson,” Alexandra said and lurched into a sitting position despite her swimming senses. “I’m perfectly well and wish to go home.”


Jordan spoke to the suspicious woman in a curt, commanding voice. “In that case, I’ll take her home, and you can direct the physician to the bend in the road a few miles south of here. There, he’ll find two thugs who are beyond needing his skill, but he can ensure they’re properly disposed of.” Reaching into his pocket, Jordan withdrew a card with his name engraved on it beneath a small gold crest. “I’ll return here to answer any questions he may have, once I’ve taken Miss Lawrence to her family.”


Mrs. Tilson muttered something scathing under her breath about bandits and debauchery, snatched the card from his hand, glowered at Alexandra’s unbuttoned shirt, and marched out.


“You seemed surprised—about my being a girl, I mean,” Alexandra ventured uncertainly.


“Frankly, this has been a night of surprises,” Jordan replied, dismissing Mrs. Tilson from his mind and turning his attention to Alexandra. “Would I be prying if I were to ask you what you were doing rigged out in that suit of armor?”


Alexandra slowly swung her legs over the side of the bed and tried to stand. The room swayed. “I can walk,” she protested when the man reached out to lift her into his arms.


“But I’d prefer to carry you,” Jordan said firmly and did exactly that. Alexandra smiled inwardly at the blithe way he stalked through the common room, serenely indifferent to the staring villagers, carrying in his arms a disheveled, dusty girl clad in breeches and shirtsleeves.


Once he had set her gently onto the deep, luxurious squabs of his coach and settled in across from her, however, her amusement vanished. Soon, she realized, they would pass by the gruesome scene she’d partially caused. “I took a man’s life,” she said in a tortured whisper as the coach headed toward the dreaded bend. “I will never forgive myself.”


“I would never forgive you if you hadn’t,” Jordan said with a teasing smile in his voice. In the glow of the lighted coach lamps, huge aqua eyes brimming with tears lifted to his face, searching it, silently beseeching him for more comfort, and Jordan responded automatically. Reaching forward, he lifted her off the seat and onto his lap, cradling her in his arms like the distraught child she was. “It was a very brave thing you did,” he murmured into the soft, dusky curls that brushed his cheek.


Alexandra drew in a shuddering breath and shook her head, unknowingly rubbing her cheek against his chest. “I wasn’t brave, I was simply too frightened to run away like a sensible person.”


Holding the trusting child in his arms, Jordan was startled by the unprecedented thought that he might like to have a child of his own to hold someday. There was something profoundly touching about the way this little girl was snuggled against him, trusting him. Remembering that fetching little girls inevitably become spoiled young women, he promptly discarded the notion. “Why were you wearing that old suit of armor?” he asked for the second time that night.


Alexandra explained about the jousts, which were a ritual whenever one of the O’Toole children had a birthday, then she made him repeatedly laugh aloud by describing some of her foibles and triumphs during today’s lists.


“Don’t people outside of Morsham have jousts and such? I always assumed people were the same everywhere, although I don’t know it for certain, since I’ve never been beyond Morsham. I doubt if I ever will.”


Jordan was shocked into momentary silence. In his own wide circle of acquaintances, everyone traveled everywhere, and often. It was hard to accept that this bright child would never see any place beyond this godforsaken tiny village on the edge of nowhere. He glanced down at her shadowy face and found her watching him with friendly interest, rather than the deferential awe he was accustomed to. Inwardly he grinned at the image of uninhibited peasant children throwing themselves into jousts. How different their childhood must be from that of the children of the nobility. Like himself, they were all raised by governesses, ruled by tutors, admonished to be clean and neat at all times, and constantly reminded to act like the superior beings they were born to be. Perhaps children who grew up in remote places like this were better and different—guileless and courageous and unaffected, as Alexandra was. Based on the life Alexandra described to him, he wondered if perhaps peasant children were the lucky ones, after all. Peasant children? It dawned on him that there was nothing of the rough peasant in this child’s cultured speech.


“Why did your coachman call you ‘your grace’?” she asked, smiling, and a dimple appeared in her cheek.


Jordan jerked his eyes away from the fetching little dent. “That is how dukes are generally addressed.”


“Dukes?” Alexandra echoed, disappointed by the discovery that this handsome stranger obviously dwelled in a world far beyond her reach and would therefore vanish from her life forever. “Are you truly a duke?”


“I’m afraid so,” he answered, noting her crestfallen reaction. “Are you disappointed?”


“A little,” she floored him by replying. “What do people call you? Besides Duke, I mean?”


“At least a dozen names,” he said, both amused and confused by her genuine, unguarded reactions. “Most people call me Hawthorne, or Hawk. My close friends call me by my given name, Jordan.”


“Hawk suits you,” she remarked, but her agile mind had already leapt ahead to an important conclusion. “Do you suppose those bandits specifically chose you to rob because you’re a duke? I mean they took a terrible risk in accosting you on the road not far from an inn.”


“Greed is a powerful motivation for risk,” Jordan replied.


Alexandra nodded her agreement and softly quoted, “ ‘There is no fire like passion, no shark like hatred, no torrent like greed.’ ”


In blank amazement, Jordan stared at her. “What did you say?”


“I didn’t say that, Buddha did,” Alexandra explained.


“I’m familiar with the quotation,” Jordan said, recovering his composure with an effort. “I’m merely surprised that you are familiar with it.” He saw a faint light coming from a shadowy house directly ahead and assumed the home was hers. “Alexandra,” he said quickly and sternly as they neared the house, “you must never feel guilty about what you did tonight. You have nothing whatever to feel guilty about.”


She looked at him with a soft smile, but as the coach drew up in the rutted drive of a large, run-down house, Alexandra suddenly exclaimed, “Oh no!”


Her heart sank as she beheld the squire’s shiny carriage and fancy mare, which were still tied near the front door. She had so hoped they’d be well gone by now.


The duke’s coachman opened the door and let down the stairs, but when Alexandra attempted to follow the duke out of the coach, he reached in and scooped her into his arms. “I’m certain I can walk,” she protested.


His lazy, intimate smile made her catch her breath as he said, “It’s embarrassing in the extreme for a man of my dimensions to be rescued by a slip of a girl, even one wearing a suit of armor. For the sake of my wounded ego, you’ll have to permit me to be gallant now.”


“Very well,” Alexandra agreed with a resigned chuckle. “Who am I to crush the ego of a noble duke?”


Jordan scarcely heard her, his sweeping glance was registering the overgrown lawns surrounding the house, the broken shutters hanging askew at the windows, and all the other signs of a house that was sadly in need of repair. It was not the humble cottage he’d expected to find; instead it was an old, eerie, neglected place, which the inhabitants could obviously not afford to keep up. Shifting Alexandra’s weight against his left arm and leg, he raised his right hand and knocked upon the door, noting the peeling paint.


When no one answered, Alexandra volunteered, “I’m afraid you’ll have to knock more loudly. Penrose is quite deaf, you see, although he’s much too proud to admit it.”


“Who,” Jordan said, rapping more loudly upon the heavy door, “is Penrose?”


“Our butler. When Papa died, I had to discharge the staff, but Penrose and Filbert were too old and infirm to find new employment. They had nowhere to go, so they remained here and agreed to work in return for only lodging and food. Penrose does the cooking, too, and helps with the cleaning.”


“How very odd,” Jordan murmured the thought aloud, waiting for the door to be opened.


In the light of the lamp above the door, her piquant face was turned up to him in laughing curiosity. “What do you find ‘odd’?”


“The idea of a deaf butler.”


“Then you will surely find Filbert even more of an oddity.”


“I doubt that,” Jordan said dryly. “Who is Filbert?”


“Our footman.”


“Dare I ask what his infirmity is?”


“He’s shortsighted,” she provided ingenuously. “So much so that only last week he mistook a wall for a door and walked into it.”


To his horror, Jordan felt laughter welling up inside him. Trying to spare her pride, he said as solemnly as possible, “A deaf butler and a blind footman. . . . How very—ah— unconventional.”


“Yes, it is, isn’t it,” she agreed almost proudly. “But then, I shouldn’t like to be conventional.” With a jaunty smile, she quoted, “ ‘Conventionality is the refuge of a stagnant mind.’ ”


Jordan raised his fist and pounded so hard she could hear the sound thunder through the inside of the house, but his puzzled gaze was riveted on her laughing face. “Who said that about conventionality?” he asked blankly.


“I did,” she admitted impenitently. “I made it up.”
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