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        Chapter 1

      

    


    “Lady Camberly, I understand you are to be my dinner companion this evening. What an unexpected pleasure.” Marcus Ridley looked up as he bowed over the titian-haired beauty’s hand and gave her the merest hint of a wink.


    “La, my lord. The pleasure is mine,” the beautiful French émigrée replied. As she dipped him a curtsy she whispered, “Behave yourself, Marcus. I should like to be asked back.”


    Marcus could not blame her for that. The culinary skills of Lord and Lady Ambrose’s chef were the envy of the ton, so upon receiving an invitation to attend one of their soirees, Marcus Ridley had accepted with alacrity.


    Having the Dowager Countess of Camberly for a dinner partner was an added pleasure. The charming Celeste, whose youthful appearance belied her thirty-nine years, was not only a good friend, her daughter Althea, Countess of Camberly in her own right, was married to his younger brother, John.


    “And how are the lovebirds?” he asked, once they were seated and partaking of a particularly delectable turtle soup. “Still billing and cooing, I trust?”


    She laughed. “Even more so since your nephew was born. Seaview House is awash with their love. But you will see for yourself next weekend at his christening.”


    “Sooner than that. I shall arrive there in a couple of days. Thought I would put in an early appearance—get acquainted with my nephew and godson before he is engulfed on the weekend by visitors oohing and aahing over him.”


    “In that case, I shall cut my visit to London short and do likewise. I would welcome some lively conversation.”


    “That is a terrible responsibility to lay at my door. By the way, who does Percy favor, the Markhams or the Ridleys? The last time I saw him it was difficult to tell. He looked like a wizened little gnome.”


    “Marcus! What a dreadful thing to say about my darling grandson.” Her deep green eyes sparkled with mirth. “Actually, he favors neither family.”


    Marcus raised a brow. “Neither?”


    Celeste patted her curls. “His hair is fast becoming as red and as curly as mine, so I think it is safe to presume that you are harboring a de Maligny in your midst.”


    Marcus raised his wine glass. “If Percival John Markham Ridley proves to be half as charming as his maternal grandmother, I think both the Markhams and the Ridleys should consider themselves most fortunate.”


    “La, darling, you are dangerous enough without the charm,” Celeste whispered. “No wonder you are always in such a pickle with one lovelorn lady after another.”


    Marcus put down his spoon. “That is a low blow, especially coming from a friend,” he whispered in return. “I do no more than observe the niceties of polite society, and you know it.”


    Celeste leaned closer. “You should have exercised more restraint in the doing when it came to young Caroline Ambrose. After all, this is her very first Season, and you are far too rich a delicacy for her to digest.”


    Marcus groaned. “What now? All that passed between us were the requisite how-do-you-dos.”


    “See for yourself. The young lady is situated directly opposite you, and her gaze has not left your face since you sat down.”


    Marcus made eye contact with Caroline Ambrose, and the pert little blonde batted her eyelashes at him.


    “Oh, dear,” Celeste murmured, “our Caroline flutters her eyelids with the rapidity of hummingbird wings. I wonder how she does that.”


    Marcus gave the young girl the most withering stare he could muster and then, while smiling at an elderly widow seated farther down the table, whispered to Celeste between clenched teeth. “I fail to see the humor in the situation. I was looking forward to this meal, and now I have quite lost my appetite.”


    “Pah!” Celeste rejoined. “A gentleman of your sophistication should not be thrown by the antics of a silly child. She is but an irritating little gnat and should be accorded the same consequence.”


    “One can swat a gnat Unfortunately the same cannot be said of Lady Caroline. Oh lord, she is at it again. She must create a draft sufficient to put out the candles with her ridiculous fluttering.”


    Celeste smiled archly. “Ah, me. The price one pays for being irresistible.”


    “And to think, my lady,” Marcus rejoined, affecting an air of exaggerated dismay, “that I considered you to be one of the more charming ladies of the ton. I must have been absolutely mad.”


    “Serves you right. You should know better,” Celeste responded cheerfully.


    Their banter was interrupted by the necessity of having to stand to raise their glasses in a toast proposed by their host.


    Lord Ambrose, a gentleman whose once handsome face was becoming more bejowled and red-veined with each passing day, beamed at his guests. “Ladies and gentlemen, let us raise our glasses in celebration of our victory at Badajos. And to our gallant soldiers whose bravery made it possible.”


    Amid a resounding chorus of “Hear, hear,” Celeste and Marcus smiled at each other and sipped their wine. When they were seated once more, footmen removed their soup bowls and replaced them with servings of wonderfully fresh looking Scottish salmon.


    To his relief, Lady Caroline’s bad behavior notwithstanding, Marcus found his appetite was not in the least impaired, and he worked his way through the subsequent dishes and removes with the gusto the artistry of their creator deserved.


    When the last morsel of food had been eaten and the final toast made, the ladies withdrew from the dining room, leaving the gentlemen to enjoy their brandy and cigars and to discuss the war being waged on the Iberian Peninsula against Napoleon’s France.


    When the gentlemen joined the ladies in the withdrawing room, Marcus declined making up a foursome at a game of whist in favor of conversing with a Mrs. Baxter, a widowed friend of his mother’s. He would be seeing his mother on the morrow and knew she would like to hear how her friend was faring.


    He stood while exchanging pleasantries with the lady, deeming it would make it far easier to take his leave of her if he chose not to sit down. Past encounters with Mrs. Baxter had taught him that it did not always pay to tarry in her company.


    “How are you getting along, Mrs. Baxter?” he enquired of the plump, gray-haired matron. “My mother is sure to ask when I see her tomorrow.”


    She rewarded him with a warm smile. “It is good of you to take an interest. You may tell your mother that I am in fine fettle, but have yet to forgive Mr. Baxter for attempting that jump at the Caswells’ hunt the autumn of ought-nine. At his age, he should have known better.”


    She removed a handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed the corner of her eye.


    It was now the spring of 1812. Marcus was of the opinion that forgiveness was way overdue. He leaned over her chair and gave her hand a sympathetic pat. “He is sorely missed by all his friends.”


    “I cannot imagine how he failed to address that jump. He was such a fine horseman.”


    When sober, Marcus thought.


    Some who had attended the hunt on that fateful morning had told him that the worthy gentleman had partaken too freely of the stirrup cup and had been hard put to stay on his horse, much less make a jump.


    “Mr. Baxter was, indeed, the finest of horsemen,” he soothed.


    Mrs. Baxter grasped at this. “Everyone says so.” She heaved a sigh. “I suppose it is not for mere mortals to question the ways of the Lord.”


    Suddenly she clutched Marcus’s sleeve, her air of martyrdom giving way to an avid interest in the doings on the other side of the room.


    “I declare. Elizabeth Ambrose should take Caroline over her knee and whip some sense into her. That little baggage is ogling you with the subtlety of a street strumpet.”


    Marcus was used to Mrs. Baxter’s disconcerting penchant for blurting out whatever popped into her head, so without batting an eye he replied, “Her time and energy could be put to better use. I have no interest in Bath misses.”


    Mrs. Baxter gave him a reproving look. “Much to your mother’s dismay. What other choice is there for a young man in your position, pray tell? I can hardly see you dusting off an old maid and taking her to wife. I have seen you in the company of far too many beautiful jades to believe you would settle for an antidote.” This remark was made with a pointed look in Celeste’s direction.


    Such an outburst was outrageous even for Mrs. Baxter. Besides, lumping Celeste Markham among his conquests did the lady a great injustice. Nothing untoward had ever taken place between them.


    Marcus decided to take his leave of her. Too many variations on the same theme had passed his mother’s lips for him to suffer more of the same from her bosom friend.


    He accorded her a parting bow. “Conversing with you is always a delight, dear lady. I shall be sure to tell my mother how well you are looking.”


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Caroline coming toward him, the rustle of the yellow taffeta ruffle on the hem of her white dress proclaiming her intent to the others in the room.


    Marcus quickly veered in Lady Ambrose’s direction, presuming that even a goose brain such as Caroline was hardly likely to misbehave in front of her mother.


    Lady Ambrose had just prevailed upon a Miss Minns, a young spinster noted for her plain features and an extraordinary talent for playing the pianoforte, to execute some Mozart pieces for her guests. Lady Ambrose signaled for Marcus to sit beside her during the performance.


    As the purity and grace of Mozart’s music filled the room, the guests ceased their chatter and listened in awe.


    Although Miss Minns lacked both beauty and consequence, it was generally agreed that as long as her fingers remained supple enough to play the pianoforte, she would not lack for dinner invitations to the finest establishments of the ton.


    During a particularly poignant passage, Marcus was startled by the sensation of a slight pressure on the back of his hand. He glanced down to see that his hostess’s gloved fingertips had come to rest there.


    He gave Lady Ambrose a quizzical look and she responded with an upswept glance through fluttering lashes. Evidently Caroline had come naturally by the silly habit. Marcus resigned himself to having to discourage yet one more amorous matron as tactfully as possible.


    Fortunately, Miss Minns chose that moment to come to the end of her performance, so Marcus stood up and started a round of enthusiastic applause that was quickly taken up by the rest of the guests.


    When the applause had died down, and Miss Minns, her face pink with pleasure, had taken her final curtsy, Marcus took his leave of everyone, using his impending journey on the following morning as an excuse.


    He made his escape, relieved to have come through the evening relatively unscathed. It was all very well for Celeste to tease him about his irresistible charm, but Marcus was tired of having females of all ages and from all walks of life flirting with him at every turn, remarking as to how tall and how handsome he was.


    When told by lovesick females that his hair was not merely dark but black as ravens’ wings and that his eyes were not just blue but like the depths of mountain tarns or twilit skies, Marcus cringed.


    More than one young man in his circle of friends confessed to him that if such a thing were possible, he would sell his soul to the devil to be in Marcus’s shoes. In each case, Marcus thought that his friends should be more circumspect when it came to making wishes. The adulation of the opposite sex merely gave him the feeling of being the prey at a hunt that never ended.


    He breathed a sigh of relief when his carriage drew up under the porte cochere. Viewing the steady downpour of an April rain, he was exceedingly glad that he had chosen it over the curricle as a means of transport


    A footman held the door open for him and, once he was settled, snapped it closed. The night air was damp and bone chilling, and Marcus grabbed a fur lap robe lying on the carriage floor, intending to avail himself of its warmth.


    To his surprise, the lap robe offered resistance. With an extra tug, he jerked it aside to reveal a huddled form on the floor. The rustle of taffeta and a flash of yellow amid a pool of white silk clearly illuminated by the torches blazing under the porte cochere gave Marcus cause to groan.


    He hauled Caroline to her feet and unceremoniously deposited her on the seat facing him.


    “Explain yourself, young lady. Although what you could possibly say that would mitigate your disgraceful behavior is beyond me.” This delivery was punctuated by a forbidding look.


    Caroline clutched her bosom. “La, Lord Ridley, you are so masterful when you are angry, I fear I shall swoon.”


    “Nonsense. I shall have my man drive us around to the shrubbery, where you will oblige me by making a discreet exit from this carriage and returning to the bosom of your family before everyone discovers what a silly little pea-goose you are.”


    Caroline’s lower lip jutted forward. “You cannot make me. I am deeply, passionately in love with you, and you have to love me back. You just have to.” Tears glistened on her cheeks.


    Marcus had thought to put her out of the carriage on reaching the shrubbery with or without her consent, but at the sight of her tears could not bring himself to do so. Instead, he removed a handkerchief from his coat pocket and handed it to her.


    “Without a doubt, you are a thoroughly delightful, lovable young thing, and I am flattered by your attention,” Marcus said, almost choking on the words. “I am sure that one day you will meet your true love and be glad that I did not take advantage of your innocence.”


    Caroline eyed him warily. “T-take advantage?”


    “But of course. Everyone knows that I absolutely refuse to be leg-shackled.”


    “But I can make you love me. I know I can.”


    Marcus smiled and patted her cheek. “Only someone incredibly young and romantic could harbor such an illusion. Now, Caroline, I am going to instruct my driver to drop you off at the shrubbery, and I want you to return to the withdrawing room as quickly as possible.”


    Caroline responded with a scowl.


    Marcus felt his patience running out. “You do wish to marry some day, do you not?”


    “I wish to marry you.”


    “You are not the first young lady to hide in my carriage thinking I would be honor bound to save her reputation with an offer of marriage. Quite a few have done so, but I have not obliged them. Most of the misguided creatures have gone on to marry others, but if you do not do as I say, I am afraid, Caroline dear, that your reputation will be ruined and no gentleman of any consequence will offer for you.”


    Caroline looked at him with loathing. “Let me out of here, you horrid, horrid, man. I would not marry you if you were to get down on your knees and beg me.”


    Marcus smiled. “Brava, Caroline, that’s the spirit.”


    Caroline raised her chin. “It is Lady Caroline to you, sir.”


    Marcus was impressed. It seemed that Caroline Ambrose had left her childhood behind in a matter of minutes. He stuck his head out of the window and said to his coachman, “You may proceed, Grimes. Just be sure to stop for a moment when you round the shrubberies. A young lady wishes to alight”


    “Again? Criminy, your lordship, I am sorry about that.”


    As Marcus rode his large black gelding, Achilles, to Surrey the following morning to visit his parents, the Earl and Countess of Fairfax, try as he might he could not help but think of the events that had taken place at the Ambroses’ soiree the previous evening. Each scene replaced yet another like the ever-changing patterns of a kaleidoscope.


    He recalled Celeste likening Caroline to a gnat, and the expression brought to mind another girl to whom he and his brother John had given the same nickname. A very little girl who would chase after them all over the grounds at Fairfax on her short legs, calling out, “Rissa go too.”


    He smiled as he thought of the red-haired, freckle-faced Clarissa, the daughter of his father’s steward, Edwin Carter. Even as a boy, he could not fathom how the tall, sedate Mr. Carter could have fathered such a boisterous little girl.


    His thoughts then turned to his conversation with Mrs. Baxter. It had been so unjust of her to include Celeste in his list of paramours on the basis of idle rumors. His usually generous mouth compressed with outrage on the slur perpetrated on the good name of a friend.


    His relationship with Celeste had led most members of the ton to assume that the dowager was a wanton, one who freely bestowed her favors upon him. Up until last autumn, it had suited their purpose to be regarded in such a light, being the perfect cover for the real purpose of their liaison—espionage against Napoleon’s France.


    His reverie was broken when the entrance of the Fairfax gatehouse loomed around the bend in the road. He urged Achilles forward, eager to end the journey. On reaching the stables, he handed the horse over to a groom and entered the house via the servant’s entrance.


    To his surprise, he found his mother, Mary, waiting for him at the top of the stairs.


    “Oh dear,” she said, turning her cheek for a filial kiss. “My heart sank when your man Hillman arrived with your luggage earlier on. I prayed that that black beast of yours would throw a shoe or something, forcing you to spend the night at an inn. But I suppose that was too much to ask for.”


    “I love you, too, Mother.”


    She looked contrite. “I do not mean to be unkind, darling, but we have guests this weekend and your father and I can certainly do without a repeat of all the trouble you caused the last visit you paid us.”


    “Mother, you are being unfair. That little to-do last month was none of my doing. But if you wish it, I shall proceed to Camberly and see you at your grandson’s christening next Sunday.”


    Lady Fairfax patted his cheek. “That will not be necessary, darling. I would not dream of turning you away, but please be fair. One cannot consider the matter of Lord Edgerton breaking into your chamber in the middle of the night and finding his wife in your bed a little to-do.”


    “Her husband followed her there. I was sound asleep at the time and had no idea what was going on until that fool, Edgerton, grabbed me by the throat God knows I tried to talk him out of the duel.”


    “Your father and I are fully aware of the circumstances, Marcus, but could you try not to be quite so charming in the future? We are fast losing all of our friends, especially the ones with pretty wives.”


    “Heaven knows I make it a point not to dally with other men’s wives. In the first place, I consider it to be bad form, and in the second place, I am not attracted to females who assume the role of predator. There is no challenge to it. It would be like a fox meekly surrendering to the hounds. If such were the case, it would not be worth the bother of getting out of bed to attend a hunt, now would it?”


    Lady Fairfax frowned. “Oh, dear. What am I to do with you? Confusing fox hunts with affairs of the heart. The general idea is to get a bride into bed, not out of it. You will never be married the way you are going about it.”


    Marcus gave her a look. “Stop teasing. I fail to see the humor in the situation. I am sick of the constant hounding, especially by young things in their first Season. I had to boot young Caroline Ambrose out of my carriage last evening.”


    His mother kissed his cheek. “My poor darling. If you were to take a bride, you would cut your troubles in half.”


    “You think so?”


    “But of course, you silly boy. Granted, you are handsome, but to a husband-hunter, your main attraction is the earldom you will inherit and the riches that go with it. Only the widows and married ladies are interested in bedding you.”


    “Really, Mother, what a thing to say. I have no intention of getting married just to ward off an army of would-be wives.”


    His mother shrugged. “Then it would behoove you to stop complaining and start running a little faster, for sooner or later, one of those scheming little girls is bound to tree you.”

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

    


    The following morning, Marcus rose at least two hours before his parents or any of their guests were likely to stir from their bed and ate breakfast amid the hustle and bustle of servants preparing for a new day. He then joined Hillman and Grimes at the stables to continue the journey to his brother John’s house on the Sussex coast.


    It was a cold morning, a light drizzle compounding the unpleasantness. On occasions that Marcus had been caught riding a horse in the rain, the three-caped coat he favored in cold weather had become a freezing, sodden weight. Not wishing to repeat the experience, he tied his mount, Achilles, to the side of the carriage and joined his valet inside.


    Presently, weather cleared, but they encountered several more showers along the way. So upon reaching Camberly, Marcus was gratified to find the village was bathed in sunlight.


    As the carriage turned into the entrance to Seaview House, he saw that his brother John, his wife, Althea, and sundry footmen were waiting in front of the massive doorway to greet him. One of the footmen had no sooner opened his carriage door than John waved him aside and gave Marcus a hand out of the conveyance.


    “I am glad you have finally arrived. Althea has been driving me mad, conjecturing as to your arrival. She is dying for you to see how much your nephew has grown since your last visit.”


    “Been using her spyglass, I presume? She could not possibly have seen the carriage approach from around that curve in the road.”


    “You have the right of it, Marcus. Althea has had it trained on you for the last three miles of your journey.”


    “Has she, now?”


    Marcus took the granite steps leading to the portal two at a time and gave his sister-in-law a brotherly hug, then held her away from him. “Althea, you look positively blooming. Motherhood suits you.” He gave her cheek a playful pinch. “Or could it be that being married to my brother has put the roses in your cheeks?”


    Althea broke free of his grasp and wagged her finger at him. “Marcus, you will cease the coy remarks this instant or I shall personally escort you back to your carriage.” She softened the rebuke with a smile. “And the answer to your impertinent question is yes on both points. I love being Percy’s mother”—she put her arm around John’s waist—“almost as much as I love being married to his father.”


    Marcus gave John an arch smile. “I think it is safe to presume that being an ideal husband presents no problem for you.”


    John returned the smile. “I do not consider myself to be an ideal anything, but if I make a tolerable husband, I have Father’s example to thank for it. He is an exemplary husband and father. None among our circle of friends had a happier childhood than we.”


    Marcus nodded. “I quite agree.”


    Althea gave John’s waist a squeeze. “Your dear papa has my eternal gratitude, but let us not stay on these steps all afternoon extolling his virtues. A perfectly delicious luncheon has been prepared for us.”


    After eating, they withdrew to the library. John considered it the most comfortable room in the house. It certainly was his favorite, and unless they entertained guests, their reception rooms were seldom used.


    Marcus strode over to the tall window facing the ocean. Althea’s spyglass was on a nearby table. He picked it up and, placing it to his eye, made a sweeping survey of the bay.


    “My goodness, if it were not for the trees I swear one would see all the way to Brighton. Hold on, I do believe Fennimore has the Seafoam moored in Camberly Bay directly south of the pier.” He turned to the others. “Come and see for yourselves. I wonder what possible reason he could have to pull into Camberly now that Althea and her mama no longer intrigue with that seedy-looking spy. What was his name? Soapes? He certainly would have been the better for a bath or two.”


    John joined Marcus at the window and gave him a withering look. “I was called Soames, as well you know, since you came up with the name. A supposed smuggler can hardly haunt the seaports of England and France dressed like a crony of that Brummell fellow—and live to tell the tale.”


    Althea hastened to John’s side and put a protective arm around his waist “Marcus, behave. John Soames might have been a little shabby around the edges, but he always looked clean.” She rose on the tips of her toes and kissed her husband on the cheek. “I was sorely tempted to accept his offer of marriage.”


    Marcus raised a brow. “Really? A high-in-the-instep countess such as Althea Markham? I find that most shocking. What made you decide against the match?”


    Althea shot John a rueful glance. “Forgive me, darling, but when we chanced to encounter one another on the village esplanade that afternoon, you were looking particularly dreadful.”


    John grinned. “I am not surprised you spurned my offer. Ever since your previous rejection of me, I had been drowning my sorrows in that excellent cognac I was given to smuggling and consequently had paid scant attention to my appearance.”


    Althea shook her head. “That is putting it mildly. Even so, I was enamored of you, and if you had not made the mistake of suggesting that I forsake my family at Camberly Hall to live under the roof that you would provide for me, I might have agreed to the union.”


    She wrinkled her nose. “You had torn the sleeve of that shabby jacket you favored, and it occurred to me that you might want to install me in one of those dreadful little hovels the fishermen live in just beyond the esplanade.”


    She gestured around the room. “How was I to know that you were the younger brother Marcus mentioned from time to time who had inherited this wonderful house from his aunt?”


    “That is it? You chose John Ridley over John Soames because you thought he owned the better house?” John looked reproachful. “You mercenary little baggage. And I thought you married me for my irresistible charm.”


    Marcus put a hand on John’s shoulder. “If I were you, brother dear, I would end this conversation here and now. Camberly Hall, in all its magnificence, can be clearly seen across the bay. Granted, Seaview House is a handsome edifice but it can hardly compare with the palatial splendor of the countryseat of the Markhams’. Althea must truly love you to relinquish the keys of Camberly Hall to her mother for your sake.”


    John and Althea exchanged adoring looks. Marcus felt bereft. It must be heaven to love and be loved so profoundly, he thought. Then, with a shrug, he said, “We digress. As I recall, we were questioning Captain Fennimore’s reason for bringing the Seafoam to Camberly Bay.”


    “Not we. You,” John replied.


    “Hmm?”


    “You were doing the questioning. Althea and I are fairly sure what he is about. His being here has nothing to do with his duty to king and country and everything to do with the charms of the wanton little serving wench who works at the village tavern.”


    Marcus was surprised. “Betsy of the Boar’s Head? Good heavens, is the man still making a fool of himself over that overheated little pea-goose?”


    “I am afraid so,” Althea added, pursing her lips. “I fear the girl makes him quite forget that he has a wife and five children living in Bournemouth.” Althea gave John an aggrieved look. “Had I known that Captain Fennimore was so lacking in moral fiber I should not have consented to his marrying us that night on the Seafoam.”


    Marcus could not resist the opportunity to tease her. “I must admit, sister-in-law, that it would have been better for me had you waited to be properly churched. When I knocked on the door to Camberly Hall that night and informed your mother that you had eloped with my brother on the Seafoam and not to expect you for breakfast on the morrow, I thought she would rip out my throat. As it was, her attitude toward me was decidedly cool for several weeks. For some reason, she laid the blame for your impetuous behavior at my door.”


    “As well she should,” John replied. “The lady knows I lack the imagination to come up with such a scheme.”


    “All the same, her attitude cut me to the quick. I consider Celeste to be one of my dearest friends.”


    “You are most fortunate that my dear mother-in-law has a forgiving nature. She was feverishly making plans for us to renew our vows at St. Martin’s when it became evident that Althea was with child.”


    “Exactly nine months and however long it took Fennimore to drop you ashore at Seaview,” Marcus inserted slyly.


    Althea colored. “I would be much obliged if you would put an end to this scandalous conversation, sirrah.”


    “Sirrah, is it?” Marcus affected an air of wounded sensibility. “I mean no harm, Althea. Truth be told, I envy the happiness that both of you share. If I could find a young lady who could love me as utterly and as sincerely as you love John, one I could love as deeply as he loves you, I would marry her in an instant.”


    John sighed. “Alas, brother, then you must resign yourself to a life of loneliness. I defy you to find any female among the ton who can hold a candle to my Althea.” He stressed the point by bestowing a kiss upon his wife’s generously curved lips.


    His brother’s words echoed like a death knell in Marcus’s head. He gazed thoughtfully at his petite, fair-haired, green-eyed sister-in-law. She was both lovely and loving, not the sort of female who would stir his blood, thank heavens, but perfect in every way for his brother. But perhaps John had the right of it; God had not seen fit to create the perfect mate for him.


    Marcus smiled. “I wish you could convince our mother of that. Then perhaps she would cease throwing every Bath miss she encounters at my feet.”


    He turned to Althea. “When will I be allowed to see my nephew? According to your mother, whom I met but two evenings ago, I understand you are harboring a de Maligny in your midst, with hair as fiery and as curly as her own.”


    Althea sighed. “I am afraid so. I just pray he has not inherited her predilection for getting into all sorts of mischief. Now if you will accompany me to the nursery, he should have finished his nap and be ready to give you one of his dazzling smiles. Something else he inherited from his grandmama, I might add.”


    On visiting the brightly painted, sunlit nursery, he regarded the pink-cheeked, rosy-lipped little cherub with the red-gold curls with awe. It did not seem possible that a scant six weeks prior, his nephew had been merely a subject for conjecture.


    Would it be a boy or a girl? Would it take after John and have light brown hair? Or would it be blessed with Althea’s luxuriant honey-blond curls? He had not even considered that the child would favor his grandmother Celeste.


    Red hair, he decided, was absolutely perfect. He could not imagine how the baby could possibly have any other color and still be Percy. Marcus leaned over the crib and touched his tiny fingers. The little one immediately grasped his thumb and would not let go. Helpless to resist, Marcus surrendered his heart to the future Earl of Camberly.


    Althea smiled at Marcus across the crib. “You have fallen under Percy’s spell, I can tell.”


    “Am I that transparent?”


    “Absolutely,” Althea replied. “You look as I imagine Sir Galahad must have looked when he first beheld the Holy Grail.”


    “You have to admit that there is something both holy and miraculous about all new babies and Percy in particular,” Marcus parried, feeling extremely uncomfortable at having exposed his feelings.


    “We like to think so,” John inserted. He exchanged smiles with Althea. “But we are probably no judges. We would think that of our son if he had entered the world in possession of two noses or twelve toes.”


    Althea lifted Percy from the crib and held him out to Marcus. “Would you like to hold him?”


    Marcus took a step back. “Do you think it wise? I know nothing about infants.”


    Althea gave him an encouraging smile. “You will learn. Babies do not come with instructions. Just coo at him and do your best not to drop him, and I am sure you will both get along splendidly.”


    Marcus cradled the baby in the crook of his arm. Percy regarded him with deep blue eyes and smiled. Marcus felt his bones turn to butter.


    He looked up and caught Althea and John exchanging delighted grins. He immediately handed Percy back to Althea. “Here. It will not work. Neither one of you is subtle enough to pull it off.”


    John affected an air of complete bafflement, but Marcus was not deceived. “Percy is a charmer, and you are right, Althea, he does get it from Celeste, but if you think that my melting all over your son and heir is going to inspire me to dash out and marry the first Bath miss who happens to cross my path in order to father a Percy of my own, you are sadly mistaken.”


    Althea gave him a look that implied he was foaming at the mouth. “What an odd thing to say.” She looked to John. “Most odd, do you not agree, darling?”


    “Absolutely. Most odd,” John rejoined.


    Althea directed a sweet smile at Marcus. Marcus was not deceived. He braced himself for what was undoubtedly to follow.


    Althea nodded. “Beyond odd, actually. Marcus held our son in his arms for less than a minute and began to babble about brides and babies with that fevered look in his eye. How else would one describe such behavior?”


    Althea and John exchanged knowing smiles over the top of Percy’s curly head. Marcus was not amused.


    “You have had your fun. Now do me the kindness of wiping those silly grins off your faces. I will give you this much: the thought of having a son like Percy does hold an attraction, but toward such an end, I would not marry where my heart does not lie.”


    John looked contrite. “Of course you would not. It was clumsy of us. Althea and I just thought a little nudge in the right direction would push you into a more sincere effort in seeking a bride. You must admit, Marcus, that you have not given a moment’s consideration to any of the young ladies who have shown an interest in you.”


    “Nor will I. When the right girl for me puts in an appearance, she will not have to give me a second glance, I shall recognize her in an instant and happily pursue her to the ends of the earth, if need be. In the meantime…”


    Marcus did not continue, deeming that telling his well-meaning brother and sister-in-law to mind their own business was not quite the thing. He only hoped that when his parents arrived for Percy’s christening on the weekend they would not join forces with John and Althea to hammer home the joys of marital bliss.


    Clarissa Carter carried a small basket of apples into the kitchen and handed them over to Mrs. Gates, the family cook.


    The plump, motherly looking servant rooted through the wizened fruit and sniffed. “Poor looking things, I must say.”
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