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For Lisa and BriHo,

who are the reason I write about friends who are like family.

And for Jane,

who will someday be old enough to read this.






Prologue

Trethwick Abbey, Cornwall, April 1818

It was a dark and stormy night—or, rather, it should have been.

In reality, it was a sunny, breezy afternoon—one of those mild April days that truly felt as though summer were properly on its way. It had been a wet, cold winter, and Penvale had more than once wondered why, precisely, he’d thought it wise to leave London to return to Cornwall in January, of all months.

Today, however, he could not help thinking that the atmosphere would be well served by some of the bleak, stormy weather for which his ancestral home was so famed. Because he—Peter Bourne, seventh Viscount Penvale, owner of one of the oldest stately homes in all of England—was ghost-hunting.

Penvale didn’t really believe in ghosts, of course. He was a practical man, not given to flights of fancy. There was simply no chance that a house—and certainly not his house—could be haunted.

And yet here he was.

“Did you hear that?” his wife asked.

Penvale turned slowly, surveying their surroundings. “I did,” he said, squinting into the gloom. It might have been a sunny afternoon, but they were in one of the unused bedrooms on the third floor, the curtains drawn to prevent any light from entering, the furniture still covered to ward off dust, and this all lent an eerie, lonely mood to their activities.

The household staff was in the process of airing out these rooms in preparation for a house party they would be hosting in a couple of weeks’ time. Penvale’s sister and brother-in-law and closest friends would be staying with them for a fortnight, taking in the sea air, enjoying long walks along the scenic cliffs atop which Trethwick Abbey was perched, and generally savoring all the comforts the estate had to offer.

Penvale thought a haunting might cast a bit of a pallor on the proceedings.

“I think it came from the wardrobe,” his wife continued uncertainly, her large blue-violet eyes mirroring some of his own unease.

A moment of silence.

“The wardrobe,” Penvale repeated, casting a wary glance at the piece of furniture in question, a hulking presence in one corner. “Well, I suppose I should check inside.”

“Yes,” his wife agreed.

Neither one moved.

“Penvale?” she prompted.

“Yes, of course,” he said, taking a few steps toward the wardrobe; no sooner had he made it halfway across the room, however, than there was another ominous thump, this one coming from the opposite wall.

Penvale paused. “That,” he pronounced with great certainty, “did not come from the wardrobe.” He turned back to his wife, noticing that she’d gone paler.

“No?” she ventured, her voice more hesitant than he’d ever heard it.

“No,” he said more firmly, advancing on her slowly. Her eyes were fixed on his face as he approached, close enough that he could detect the fresh citrus scent that always clung to her skin.

Then, without warning, the silence between them was shattered by an earsplitting, unearthly scream.

And the candle in his wife’s hand flickered out.






Chapter One

London, three months earlier

Penvale had known nothing good could possibly come from his butler’s appearance at the study door before the man even opened his mouth.

To begin with, it was not yet noon, and Penvale’s friends weren’t the sort to call on him this early. Some—his sister, for one—had adopted the fashionable practice of sleeping late, and the others were so smugly, happily married that there was little temptation to stray far from home until considerably later in the day. Penvale was in the habit of morning exercise—a swim in the warmer months, a walk or a ride in the winter—and then a couple of hours spent in his study, with a general understanding between him and his staff that he was not to be disturbed. But the wary look on his butler’s face informed him that whatever was about to come out of Smithers’s mouth was not likely to improve his morning.

“My lord, your uncle is here to see you.”

Penvale swore. His uncle was his father’s younger—and only—brother, but the two men had been estranged for years prior to Penvale’s father’s death, and every interaction Penvale had ever had with his uncle had led him to believe the man an utter ass.

“Thank you, Smithers,” he said wearily, resisting the temptation to allow his head to drop to his desk. “You may show him in.”

In actuality, where he would have liked to have Smithers show his uncle was to the nearest pigsty, but he somehow thought that even the most obedient of butlers would balk at this request. Mud was terribly difficult to scrub out of fabric, after all.

A moment later, his uncle walked into the room. It had been a few years since Penvale had last seen John Bourne in the flesh, but he still looked largely the same: brown hair liberally streaked with gray, hazel eyes that matched Penvale’s own, and a rather diminutive frame that did nothing to lessen the cunning, canny look in his eyes.

“Uncle,” Penvale said calmly, determinedly not rising. “How unexpected.”

“Peter,” his uncle replied, nodding in acknowledgment, and Penvale immediately stiffened. No one—not his friends, not even his own sister—called him by his given name. He’d inherited the viscountcy at such a young age that he’d grown used to being addressed as Penvale, the title becoming as worn and comfortable as an old pair of shoes. He had memories of his parents calling him Peter, and of Diana doing so in the squeaky voice of a young child, but no one else had done so since then, and to hear the name now, on his uncle’s lips, caused a visceral thrill of distaste.

“Penvale will do fine,” he said shortly. “Please, sit.” He didn’t think he’d allowed his hostility to come through in his voice, and he had an excellent poker face.

His uncle took a seat opposite him, surveying his surroundings as he did so. Penvale could practically see him calculating the probable worth of every object in the room. Not that Penvale was in a position to judge, considering he’d done the same as soon as he’d moved into the house, which had been the London residence of the viscounts Penvale for generations.

Penvale leaned back in his chair, refusing to be the first to speak; he wasn’t the one who’d shown up unannounced and uninvited. The role of haughty nobleman was not one that came naturally to him—possessing a title without its accompanying estate did tend to keep a man humble—but his desire to make his uncle uncomfortable proved to be excellent motivation.

He took a sip of tea from the blue-and-white china teacup sitting to the left of his elbow. It had gone lukewarm, but he bravely carried on, pointedly declining any display of hospitality toward his uncle. As an Englishman, Penvale didn’t ordinarily like to suffer the horrors of lukewarm tea, but sacrifices must be made for the sake of rather pettily sending a message, et cetera.

“I’ll not beat around the bush,” his uncle said after a moment, and Penvale mentally awarded himself the first point. “I’m prepared to sell Trethwick Abbey to you at last.”

Penvale froze for a moment before leaning back in his seat. Trethwick Abbey had been the country seat of the viscountcy and was also the rare estate that was unentailed from the title, meaning that when Penvale’s father had died and there were steep death duties to be paid, with the estate already in debt, there had been little choice but to sell it. And his uncle, who had made a fortune with the East India Company, had immediately presented himself as a willing buyer.

Penvale himself had been only ten years old at the time, and even if he’d attempted to raise some sort of objection, there’d been no chance that his father’s solicitors would have listened to him. Instead, he’d watched as the idyllic home of his childhood was sold to a man he’d never met—a man he knew his father had despised. He and Diana had been sent to live with their mother’s sister, and that had been the end of it.

Until, that is, Penvale had left Oxford, taken up his seat in Parliament, made his presence in London known, and begun making discreet inquiries about what price his uncle would be willing to sell Trethwick Abbey for.

The answer: none that Penvale could afford. Not yet, at least. And for the better part of the past decade, that answer had remained the same.

Which was why he met his uncle’s sudden pronouncement with nothing more than a careful “Oh?” He refused to let himself get his hopes up—not about this.

“The last time my solicitor heard from yours, you made an offer that I rejected,” his uncle said calmly, leaning back in his seat, lacing his hands over his stomach, and looking for all the world as though he were quite at home and not the slightest bit uncomfortable. “I still won’t accept that price, mind you—but if you were prepared to increase it by ten percent, I’d be amenable.”

Penvale’s mind was racing; he hadn’t really thought his uncle would accept his most recent offer—he’d merely been trying to find out if he was interested in negotiating, which had not been the case at the time.

So what had changed?

“I’d be amenable on one condition,” his uncle added, and Penvale’s heart sank as he waited to learn what unreasonable demand would be forthcoming.

“I have a ward who’s in need of a husband, and I’d like you to marry her.”



“You’re doing what?” Diana asked, and then proceeded to drop an entire glass of brandy on the floor.

“Diana,” Jeremy said in pained tones, “I do not understand why you treat drinks with such reckless abandon.”

“For heaven’s sake,” she said, recovering from her shock and bending to collect the glass, casting an exasperated glance at the wet spot on the Axminster carpet in her library. “I threw a drink at you one time, Jeremy—”

At this, Penvale looked inquiringly at his friend.

“And I probably deserved it,” Jeremy confirmed with an inexplicably fond look at his wife. “But now, to continue flinging about perfectly good brandy—!”

“I shall make it up to you later,” Diana said, batting her eyelashes, and Penvale wondered whether it would be too dramatic if he jumped out a window.

“None of that, please,” he said, covering his ears. “My delicate constitution can’t handle lewd banter involving my sister.”

“Involving,” Jeremy repeated. “She was the only one doing any lewd bantering.” He adopted an expression of angelic innocence. “I have been on my very best behavior.”

“Is that what you call it?” Diana asked thoughtfully. “Because if my memories of this afternoon in the drawing room are accurate—”

Penvale was a man of nearly thirty, the holder of an ancient title, a member of the House of Lords, for Christ’s sake. But he did not hesitate for a single second before walking over to his sister and firmly clapping his hand over her mouth.

“You’re a brave man, Penvale,” Jeremy said, reclining in his armchair before the fireplace. It was a wet, dreary evening in mid-January, but it was warm and cozy indoors, a fire crackling merrily in the grate. “I think she’d bite my hand off if I tried that.”

“You,” Penvale said with all the smugness of an elder brother, “do not currently possess information she is desperate to be privy to.” He glanced down at Diana. “Will you behave now?”

Diana narrowed her eyes at him but made no move to physically assault him, which he took as a good sign, and he slowly removed his hand.

“You were saying,” she said in tones of exaggerated sweetness, “that you are going to be married?”

Penvale, sensing that the situation was under control, busied himself at the sideboard pouring a glass of brandy to replace the one Diana had dropped. Diana, for her part, flounced back to the fireplace and—in what Penvale was convinced was a move designed purely to spite him—sank down upon her husband’s lap.

“Oof,” said Jeremy.

“Be quiet,” Diana told him affectionately.

“Uncle John paid me a visit today,” Penvale said, stoppering the bottle of brandy and crossing the room to resume his seat before the fire, fresh glass in hand. “It seems he is ready to sell Trethwick Abbey at last.”

As he’d expected, Jeremy and Diana both sat up straighter at this news.

“Why do I sense there’s some sort of catch?” Diana asked suspiciously.

“Because there is, naturally,” Penvale said gloomily, staring down into his glass. “Apparently, he acquired a ward at some point in the past few years—the daughter of an old friend from his years in the navy, I believe.”

Diana frowned. “I don’t recall ever hearing of her,” she said, sounding rather put out. Diana’s ear for gossip was excellent, and she seemed to consider any she did not know as a personal affront.

“Her father was a gentleman but did not possess a title, so the family might not be familiar to you. Evidently, she is not fond of town, so our uncle has allowed her to rusticate in Cornwall until now,” Penvale explained. “It seems to have belatedly occurred to him, however, that he could relieve himself of this burden by simply marrying her off—and how efficient it would be to pawn her off on me and save himself the bother of trying to find someone to sponsor her for a Season.” He strove to keep any note of bitterness out of his voice as he spoke; he was nearly certain what he was going to do, so there was no use moping about it.

“Penvale,” Diana said, rising to her feet and beginning to pace—a sure sign that she was deeply perturbed—“you cannot seriously be considering going through with this.”

“I assure you, I can,” Penvale said, watching her walk back and forth before the fire. “Sit down. The sight of you pacing is disturbing.”

“The notion of you marrying some infant country bumpkin that you’ve never even met is disturbing!” Diana retorted, flopping onto the armchair next to Jeremy’s. Without looking at her, Jeremy reached out and took her hand.

“She’s not an infant, she’s one-and-twenty,” Penvale said coolly. He had specifically asked, as he didn’t trust his uncle not to marry off a girl still in the schoolroom. “And I haven’t agreed to anything yet—I’ve asked to meet her before anything is decided, to make sure she’s not being forced into this against her will.”

“But if she’s agreeable, you plan to go through with it?” Jeremy asked. He was regarding Penvale quite seriously; it was not a look Penvale was accustomed to seeing on the face of the Marquess of Willingham, infamous rake and seducer, always ready to laugh at a bawdy joke or open another bottle of spirits. Jeremy’s marriage to Diana the previous autumn had been a love match, though, and Penvale had never seen his friend take anything as seriously as he took his wedding vows.

That did not, however, mean that Penvale was in any mood to be lectured about the sanctity of marriage by a man who, not six months earlier, had sustained minor injuries climbing down a trellis to escape a lover’s irate husband.

“I do,” Penvale said shortly, in a way that he hoped would forestall further argument. “To begin with, I’m fairly sure that if I reject this offer now, my uncle will never sell Trethwick Abbey to me, just to be a bastard.” Every interaction he’d ever had with the man supported this supposition, after all. “Furthermore, what do I care? I’ve a title—I was going to have to marry at some point, if only to have an heir, so who am I to complain when a bride has practically been dropped into my lap?”

“How romantic,” Diana said with an eye roll.

“Oh, yes, and your marrying Templeton in your very first Season was itself the height of romance,” he shot back, referring to Diana’s first husband, whom she’d wed for entirely mercenary reasons and who had left her a very young, very rich widow.

“Penvale,” Jeremy said pleasantly, “don’t be an ass.”

Penvale opened his mouth to retort, then shut it again, scrubbing a hand wearily across his face. It had been a long day, and he did not feel like ending it by quarreling with his favorite people. “The point is,” he said, “I’m not holding out for a love match, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t take this opportunity.” He looked directly at his sister. “Diana… we could go back to Trethwick Abbey at last. We could go home.”

Something in her expression softened. Penvale was often told how strong the physical resemblance was between him and his sister, with their honey-colored hair and hazel eyes—they even shared a few mannerisms. But Penvale could never quite see it; when he looked at Diana, he simply saw his little sister, who had been his most steadfast companion since childhood, even as she sometimes drove him mad.

“I barely remember it,” she said, more gently than he’d heard her speak in quite some time. “I was so young…”

In that moment, their five-year age gap—which normally felt slight, especially now that she’d married Jeremy—seemed to stretch between them like a gulf. Trethwick Abbey loomed large in his memories: the imposing gray stone house, of course, but also the land that surrounded it, the cliffs and rolling green hills and wild, tumultuous ocean offering the constant sound of crashing waves.

He hadn’t seen it in twenty years, yet it had lived clearly in his mind all this time—and he finally had his chance to reclaim it. He damned well wasn’t going to let it slip through his fingers. “All the more reason for me to see this through, then—so you can come visit.” He drained the remainder of his drink in one long gulp, relishing the slight burn in his throat. He cast a glance out the window, where a cold rain beat against the glass, and was glad he’d brought his carriage this evening.

The clock chimed eleven, startling Penvale; he hadn’t realized it had grown so late. “I should be off,” he announced, rising.

“You needn’t go yet,” Jeremy said, but Penvale waved him off—he’d never once felt unwelcome here, but he was also sure that, mildly horrifying as the prospect was, Diana and Jeremy would have little difficulty occupying themselves once he was gone.

He paused, surprised by the slight pang he felt at the thought of them tucked up cozily here together while he retreated to Bourne House alone. But, he reminded himself as he said his farewells and waited for his carriage to be brought around, if tomorrow went well, his days of living alone were numbered.






Chapter Two

Jane Spencer hated London.

It was January, so she didn’t imagine anywhere in England was particularly warm and cheerful at the moment, but she couldn’t think of a less pleasant place to spend a gray, cold afternoon than this bleak, dirty city.

Her guardian’s London house was on a quiet street in Mayfair. Although he owned the house rather than renting, there was nothing inviting or personal about the empty rooms she found herself wandering through listlessly.

“Don’t sulk,” he’d told her at breakfast that morning with an amount of good cheer that had set her on edge instantly. “You’re meeting the viscount today.”

The viscount. It seemed like an awful way to refer to one’s own nephew—no name, just a reference to his title—but what did she know? She was not in possession of any uncles, or nephews, or any family at all. That was the reason she was here, in Mr. Bourne’s keeping. He and her father had served together in the navy long ago, before Jane was born, and had evidently been close; what she had learned of Mr. Bourne’s character in the past three years had done little to endear her father’s memory to her.

And so here she was, in London, preparing to meet a man who might marry her—another man into whose possession she might be traded. This time, at least, she did not plan to meekly accept her fate.

Jane stood in the drawing room, staring down at the street below. What would the viscount be like? she wondered. Not that she’d be bothered by him for too long; she’d worked out well enough how to rid herself of her guardian and was fairly certain she could repeat the trick.

“Jane.” Mr. Bourne’s voice came from behind her, curt and impatient. “The carriage is ready—it’s time to go.” She turned to face him, and she saw surprise register on his face. “Oh. You look… quite nice, actually.”

She knew she did. She was not accustomed to dressing in the height of fashion—there was little occasion for it in the wilds of Cornwall—but Mr. Bourne had sent her to the modiste immediately upon her arrival in town a fortnight earlier, and she wore the results of that visit now, a high-necked gown of green wool, cut to hug her curves just so. Her heavy mass of dark hair was pulled back from her face in an elaborate coiffure that Hastey—a former housemaid recently elevated to the position of lady’s maid for the purpose of this visit—had seen in some fashion plate or other. Jane would never be beautiful—her features were a bit too stern and angular for that—but she knew without looking in a mirror that she looked her very best.

Because that was the point.

She had a husband to acquire.



Penvale was less surprised than he should have been when Diana and Jeremy appeared on his doorstep not ten minutes before his uncle and Miss Spencer were due to arrive.

“Of course you are here,” he said in resignation as Smithers showed them into the drawing room.

“Of course we are here,” Diana agreed, sailing into the room as though she owned the place, then settling herself in her favorite yellow brocade armchair. “You cannot possibly think that I would allow you to betroth yourself to a stranger without my guidance.”

“Did it ever occur to you, Diana,” Penvale said, leaning against the mantel, “that I might not be interested in your opinion?”

Diana paused for a moment to consider. “No. Don’t be absurd. Jeremy, sit,” she added, patting the chair next to hers.

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I’m not a dog, Diana,” he said, before turning to Penvale and adding, “I did try to talk her out of this, you know.”

“I’m sure you did,” Penvale said darkly; a lifetime as Diana’s brother had taught him how well any attempt went to dissuade her from a course she was already set upon, and he usually didn’t bother with any such efforts. He wasn’t ashamed to admit that her will was much stronger than his own—the only thing he’d ever truly been single-minded in his pursuit of was Trethwick Abbey.

“However,” Jeremy added, throwing a sharp look at his wife, “we have agreed that she will not be doing any talking. Right, Diana?”

Diana offered what she seemed to think was an appropriately meek smile, which Penvale found unnerving. “Indeed.”

Jeremy appeared to be suppressing a smile. “There’s no need to lay it on quite so thick.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Diana said innocently. “Ladies are meant to be seen and not heard—the motto by which I live my life.”

Jeremy and Penvale snorted in unison, and Diana grinned.

“Mr. John Bourne and Miss Jane Spencer, my lord,” Smithers intoned gloomily from the doorway. Smithers had come with the house, a relic from Penvale’s grandfather’s days as the viscount, and while Penvale at times found the man’s rather funereal air to be a bit mood-dampening, he could not help but think it was well suited to his feelings about this meeting. No matter what he had told Diana and Jeremy the evening before, Penvale was not exactly leaping with enthusiasm at the prospect of marriage to a woman he didn’t know.

“Jane Spencer,” Diana repeated in an undertone, her vow to be seen and not heard apparently forgotten. “Can you think of a more forgettable name? I expect she’ll be mousy and plain to match.”

Penvale, while feeling a bit bad for the unfortunate Miss Spencer, could not help but privately agree. Which was why it was something of a surprise when the woman who walked into the room was utterly… striking.

“Yes, Diana,” Jeremy murmured as he rose to his feet, clearly amused. “I see precisely what you mean.”

Diana, for once, had no reply, which Penvale would have found deeply satisfying had he not been so distracted.

Miss Spencer was not beautiful; that fact was immediately obvious to Penvale. Her features were not harsh, precisely, but stern in a way that had none of the soft loveliness of so many of the ladies whom the ton considered great beauties. Her skin was fair, her cheekbones pronounced, her hair dark and thick. She was not tall, but what he could see of her figure hinted at appealing curves, in contrast to the sharpness of her face. It was her eyes, however, that made her so difficult to tear his gaze from. At first glance, they appeared violet, standing out vividly in her pale face, framed by sooty lashes; after a moment’s consideration, however, he concluded that they were merely the deepest, most unearthly shade of blue he’d ever seen.

She was not restful to look at, he thought; she was not like Diana’s friend Emily, who’d been widely considered the greatest beauty of her debut Season, golden and lovely and soothing to regard, like a particularly beautiful painting. Miss Spencer was too vivid, too strange, for that. Nonetheless, he found it impossible to look away from her for a long moment, and his first thought was to wonder why his uncle was so desperate to marry her off—this was not at all the mousy, plain creature Diana (and, truthfully, he) had envisioned. He couldn’t imagine it would be too difficult to find her a husband.

At that precise moment, however, Miss Spencer’s gaze landed on him, and her face broke into a fierce scowl.

Ah, Penvale thought. That might have something to do with it.

“Peter,” his uncle said jovially, instantly setting Penvale’s teeth on edge. “And little Diana, is it?”

Penvale darted a glance at his sister, privately thinking that his uncle must have remarkably little concern for his own safety to address her as such.

“You may call me Lady Willingham, Uncle,” she said in her frostiest tone; beside her, Jeremy looked to be thoroughly enjoying himself. “Would you care to make introductions?”

“May I present my ward, Miss Spencer?” Penvale’s uncle said, just barely on the polite side of mockery as he sketched an elegant bow. “Jane, may I introduce my nephew, Viscount Penvale, my niece, the Marchioness of Willingham, and her husband, the Marquess of Willingham?” He added this last bit rather as an afterthought, but Jeremy didn’t look remotely offended. He offered an entirely correct bow as he murmured Miss Spencer’s name, employing the charm that had made him so famously—or perhaps infamously—popular with the ladies before he’d married Diana. Penvale watched this grumpily, before belatedly recalling that he was the prospective husband here and that it wouldn’t do to be upstaged by his own brother-in-law. He stepped forward, taking Miss Spencer’s proffered hand and bowing over it.

“Miss Spencer,” he said, straightening. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Is it?” she asked skeptically, and Penvale blinked; her scowl had eased as quickly as it had appeared, but she was regarding him with what could only charitably be called extreme suspicion.

“Excuse me?” he ventured, releasing her hand and stepping back slightly so that he was not towering over her.

“I believe she said the pleasure is all hers,” his uncle said, too loudly, and Miss Spencer attempted something that approached a smile.

“Precisely,” she said, glancing down at her hands, which were now clasped tightly before her.

“Shall we sit?” Penvale suggested. Miss Spencer’s manners did not seem to be terribly polished, and he watched while she took a seat next to his uncle, her spine stiff as she looked around the room. He noticed that she avoided the eyes of everyone present, and he felt a deep sense of misgiving. She did not give the impression of a lady eager to be wed—and damn it, he wasn’t going to force her. The prospect of finally regaining Trethwick Abbey after all this time—of realizing the goal that had remained tantalizingly out of reach for his entire adult life—was more appealing than he could put into words, and the thought of giving it up now, when it finally seemed possible, made him feel a bit ill. But still, he could not force a woman to marry him against her will.

He would not.

Dimly, he realized that the others were conversing and that he’d completely neglected to follow the discussion. Fortunately for him, the ton was so dull and predictable that it was not really necessary to pay attention to what was being said—he could have chimed in with one of half a dozen or so rejoinders and would have stood a decent chance of saying exactly the right thing.

Or so he could usually have done. He’d neglected to account for Diana.

…so I, naturally, told Penvale that if he ever wanted to be able to show his face in our aunt and uncle’s home again, I would require a hefty payment. Fortunately, he received more pocket money than I did, and had enough to buy my silence.”

“But what was he planning to do with the pig?” Miss Spencer asked with a frown, helpfully enlightening Penvale on which precise childhood anecdote Diana had felt it necessary to share in the two minutes he’d allowed his attention to wander. He briefly wondered how their conversation had possibly arrived at this point so quickly, but decided it might be best not to know.

“I think he just wanted to get it settled in the barn more comfortably—it was about to have piglets, and he wished to observe the process. But he thought it easiest to pay me off, after I threatened to tell our aunt he intended to bring it into the house.”

A rather shocked silence fell—at least on the part of Miss Spencer and her guardian; Penvale and Jeremy were accustomed to Diana.

“Diana,” Jeremy said after a moment, “this sounds a bit like extortion.”

“Oh, it was,” she replied serenely.

“I used to wish for a sister,” Miss Spencer said, still frowning. “But if this is what they’re like, I think I might have been better off without one.”

This, naturally, caused Diana to frown as well, though Penvale did not really see what cause she had to be unhappy—the story she had just chosen to share hardly painted her in a flattering light.

“Miss Spencer, I feel I should assure you that my sister and I are actually quite close,” he said, feeling that the conversation was not presently going as well as he might have hoped.

“Despite her attempts to see you accused of crimes you did not commit?” Miss Spencer asked dubiously. “Is she threatening you now as well? Is that why you are eager to marry me and return to Cornwall—to escape her clutches?”

There was a rather loud cough from Jeremy that Penvale recognized as a hastily suppressed laugh.

“I promise you, I am not being extorted by my sister,” Penvale assured her.

“Anymore,” Miss Spencer added. “Is this normal sibling behavior?”

Penvale, perversely, began to feel a bit defensive on Diana’s behalf. “I don’t think she ever intended to get me in trouble—she was really after the money.”

“Interesting,” Miss Spencer said, still sounding very doubtful.

“You’ve mentioned that you do not have siblings, Miss Spencer,” Penvale said, trying to redirect them toward more polite—or at least less openly combative—territory. “Were you and your parents close? I’m sorry to hear of your father’s death.” He paused, realizing that he wasn’t entirely certain when her father had died—it couldn’t have been that recently, since she was clearly out of mourning. “Er, belatedly sorry, I mean.”

“We were not close,” she said, ignoring his somewhat floundering attempts at offering condolences. “My mother died when I was a baby, and my father was in the navy and often away. I was more or less raised by servants.”

“Ah,” Penvale said. “And where was this?”

“Essex. A small village you wouldn’t have heard of.”

“Essex is lovely,” he said, trying to summon something, anything, to say that might make conversation with her feel less like pulling teeth. He paused, trying to conjure a memory of anything noteworthy about the county from his brief visits. “Very nice… cows,” he offered feebly.

“I hated Essex,” she said, lifting those striking violet eyes to meet his gaze directly. “I was more than happy to leave for Cornwall—it’s beautiful there. Unlike London,” she added sharply, a note of distinct distaste evident in her voice.

“Miss Spencer,” Diana interjected, “is something wrong? Have you been brought here today against your will? Should I summon the authorities?”

Miss Spencer regarded Diana coolly. “Is this your usual strategy when meeting potential wives for your brother? To speak to them so bluntly that they are shocked and scamper off like frightened little mice?”

Penvale bit his lip, suddenly possessed of the strangest desire to laugh. It wasn’t often that Diana encountered a woman who seemed utterly unintimidated by her, and it was even rarer to find this trait in a lady who was several steps down from Diana on the social ladder.

Diana, for her part, did not seem remotely cowed. “Miss Spencer, I can assure you that nothing about this entire conversation has been ordinary—up to and including the fact that, as far as I am aware, this is the first time my brother has seriously considered marriage.”

Miss Spencer returned that unsettling gaze to Penvale. “You must really want that house.”

And, because he did indeed really want that house, Penvale decided that he’d had quite enough of this unproductive line of conversation, and he rose. “Miss Spencer,” he said, “there is a lovely garden behind the house—would you care to take a turn about it with me?” He cast a dark look at the other occupants of the room. “Alone?”

She eyed him for a moment. “All right,” she said, rising and completely ignoring his proffered arm. “Ring for that butler of yours and have him fetch my pelisse.” She paused. “Please.” She added this last word as though bestowing some sort of boon upon him.

Penvale was already exhausted, and they hadn’t even left the room yet. He glanced over his shoulder, and his mood was not improved by the sight of Diana and Jeremy offering him silent mocking salutes.



This was not going well.

Jane gave herself a stern mental shake as she walked through Bourne House with the viscount, he walking slightly ahead of her, his shoulders stiff with what she guessed was irritation. Not that she could blame him, she supposed—that drawing room conversation had been something approaching a farce.

She had been so determined, before arriving, to present her most charming side to him. She was not eager to be married, but she’d wagered that the viscount would at least be somewhat more enjoyable company than his uncle, and she’d decided she would do whatever was necessary to ensure that this marriage took place. Despite the fact that they’d exchanged barely three sentences, all of which could be politely described as testy, she thought she’d guessed correctly. Marriage to the viscount would be preferable to being controlled by his uncle, and so lure him into marriage she must. It seemed, frankly, a somewhat daunting task—he was an aristocrat and moved among the most elevated ranks of society. Jane’s father had been a gentleman, and her years at finishing school had been spent among a set of well-connected girls of some means, but Lord Penvale was undoubtedly far more impressive a match than she ever would have dreamed of for herself. It was therefore time to make use of every ounce of charm and every feminine wile she possessed. However, when concocting this plan, she had neglected to consider one important fact: Jane had never been charming in her life. It had not helped that she had entered the room to discover that Lord Penvale was not alone—she hated being surprised by unexpected people.

Furthermore, even if she had been prepared to meet them, she suspected that the marchioness would have caught her off guard. Lady Willingham was nothing at all like the polite, simpering society wife Jane would have expected. Ordinarily, she might have appreciated the marchioness’s bluntness, but today she hadn’t found it terribly enjoyable, since she was fairly certain that Lady Willingham was simply trying to make her as uncomfortable as possible.

Furthermore, Jane’s temper had not improved when she had heard the marchioness speculating about her appearance as she walked in—it had, in fact, given her some satisfaction to see Lady Willingham’s dumbfounded expression when she caught sight of her. Jane might not be a great beauty, but no one could ever accurately describe her as mousy. If only she had not followed up that small moment of triumph with a complete inability to make polite conversation.

Speaking of which…

“This is a lovely house,” she offered, and Lord Penvale glanced over his shoulder at her, slowing his pace slightly so that they were walking abreast.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m pleased to hear there’s at least one thing about London that meets with your approval.” There was something in his voice that made her think he might be almost… amused. This was unexpected, but it did nothing to improve her temper. “That is related to why I asked you to speak with me.”

“Because… I dislike London?” she asked, perplexed. They entered a room that, from a quick perusal, she realized was the library, and he immediately made for a set of French doors along one wall.

“Yes,” he said simply, opening the doors and stepping back to allow her to pass through. “You seemed so displeased to be here today that I wanted to ensure that my uncle wasn’t forcing you to marry me against your will.”

“Oh,” she said, feeling perversely irritated that he would be even remotely considerate when she had certainly done nothing so far to endear herself to him. Then she paused on the terrace, surveying the garden before her. “Oh.”

“My mother loved it out here,” Lord Penvale said, coming to a halt at her side and rubbing his hands together against the January chill. It was a gray, damp day—the sort of day when the cold seemed to seep into her bones and linger there. But even in the dead of winter, the gardens were beautiful. A tall hedge surrounded the perimeter, creating the feeling of a peaceful retreat from the world, and a formal garden with flower beds was set behind a wall in the center of the outer garden. Jane imagined it would be a riot of color in the spring and summer. She knew they were in the middle of London, but she felt suddenly at ease in a way she had not experienced once in the entire duration of her stay in town.

It wasn’t Cornwall, but it was still lovely.

“I can see why she adored it,” Jane said, turning to him with the closest thing to a natural smile she had managed all afternoon. “I feel as though I can take a deep breath at last, away from all the noise and bustle.”

“London has some very nice parks, you know,” he said as he led her to a bench and waited for her to take a seat before sinking down beside her. “Perhaps a visit to one of them would improve your opinion of town.”

“I doubt it.”

He inclined his head to the side, studying her. “You don’t stand upon niceties, do you, Miss Spencer?”

At these words, she stiffened. Everything seemed less easy between them now that they were seated—when they were walking, with their gazes focused ahead, she had not felt the weight of his attention like a burden on her shoulders. Sitting on this bench beside him was something else entirely. She kept her eyes downcast, but that only served to draw her attention to the fact of his leg so close to her on the stone bench that it was brushing against the edge of her skirts.

“I do not believe in niceties, my lord.”

He barked out a surprised laugh, and she cast a quick glance sideways. He was even more handsome when he laughed.

She had not been prepared, upon entering that drawing room, to find him appealing. She had supposed, of course, that he was not terribly elderly—her guardian was hardly in his dotage, so the viscount must be somewhat young. But for a man to be willing to agree to—or at least consider—marriage to a woman he’d never met? She’d naturally assumed there was something horribly wrong with him.

Perhaps, she imagined, he’d been disfigured in a tragic accident? Or, even better, during the war? If she allowed her imagination to run wild with romantic possibilities, she went so far as to envision a handsome face with a horrible scar on one half, perfectly invisible when viewed in profile from the other side, so that the viewer would gasp in horror when he turned to reveal his true countenance.

(Jane was very fond of novels.)

She had not been prepared to find herself face-to-face with a young, fit viscount—one who would surely have little difficulty convincing other, prettier, more eligible ladies to wed: ladies of rank and fortune. Which had led Jane to her previous conclusion: He was desperate to get his house back.

This, with regard to her long-term aims, was unfortunate. But it did mean that her utter inability to make any semblance of polite conversation shouldn’t be too much of a hindrance to matrimony.

“Well, Miss Spencer, if you do not believe in niceties, then I’ll spare you any attempts at bland observations regarding the weather and get to the point: I’d like to marry you but will do so only if you are willing.” Despite his laughter a moment ago, there was no trace of amusement in his voice; he merely sounded… determined.

“I’ve been working to build my personal fortune for years in the hope that my uncle would one day sell Trethwick Abbey to me,” he continued, “and if I must marry you to convince him, I’m more than prepared to do so.” He stated this matter-of-factly, his voice emotionless; in that instant, Jane wondered if he’d ever entertained visions of a more romantic proposal of marriage. But then he did not seem the sort of man to harbor romantic fantasies. “But I won’t go through with it if you’re not amenable to it—my desire for a house and a parcel of land shouldn’t come at the expense of the happiness of a lady I do not even know.”

This, Jane had to grudgingly admit, was surprisingly decent—more decent than anything she’d expected to hear from a man who, if his uncle were to be believed, spent most of his time at the card tables. Was that the work he alluded to? she wondered. If he considered playing a game of vingt-et-un to be work, then she somehow thought he wouldn’t last long on a wet Cornish hillside with tenants and sheep and actual problems to manage.

“I will marry you, my lord,” she said. “As I find living with your uncle to be rather…” She trailed off, searching for the correct adjective. “Unpleasant.”

This was nothing more or less than the truth. Mr. Bourne had never been unkind to her, exactly, but after a childhood spent without the constant presence of a parent, she’d been surprised by how much she disliked living in a house with a male authority figure swooping about, prone to dropping into a room at a moment’s notice to make some sort of demand. She had imagination enough to suppose that there were certain people with whom it might be entirely tolerable—enjoyable, even—to share a home (although, in truth, her experience so far with the male sex did not make her overly optimistic about the odds of enjoying living with a husband).

But Mr. Bourne, with his constant, small intrusions—acting surprised and annoyed to find Jane in a room he had entered; relaying messages to her for the staff, rather than deigning to speak to them himself; demanding to know why she had not yet befriended any of the girls in the village, as though this were some sort of crime (and having made no effort to offer any introduction that might have eased her way)—well. It—he—rapidly became bothersome. Indeed, he became all the more bothersome the longer Jane spent at Trethwick Abbey, because with each day that passed, an undeniable truth had become clear: She loved it there. But living there with Mr. Bourne was hardly how she wanted to spend the rest of her life.

And the moment she had come to realize the truth of these two facts, entirely in opposition to each other, was the moment the first threads of her plan had begun to form.

She raised her eyes from her lap, still avoiding Lord Penvale’s gaze, which she could feel on her face. “I do not have an expectation of romance,” she said stiffly. “All I would ask of you is that I don’t have to spend any more time in town than is necessary.”

“You truly do hate it here,” he said mildly. It was an observation rather than a question, but she nodded nonetheless.

“I do.”

“Have you ever been here other than on this visit?”

“Well,” she said slowly, “no.”

“I see. And has it occurred to you that you might like it more some other time of the year? When it’s a little less… gray?”

“It has not,” she said, more fiercely than she intended. If there was one thing she despised, it was when someone tried to tell her that her opinion was wrong. “Because an improvement in the weather would mean that London was overrun with a passel of aristocrats, and I’d be forced to make polite conversation endlessly, and—”

“And I’ve already witnessed how much you enjoy polite conversation, yes.” There was a smile in his voice; despite his seemingly genuine concern for her consent to their marriage, she could not otherwise find much to admire in a man whose every statement seemed laced with some faint amusement—amusement which she strongly suspected was at her expense. At that moment, she felt particularly keenly the gap—not just in age but in experience and social standing as well—that stretched between them. He went on, “All right. Your demands seem reasonable enough. There may be one factor that will complicate things a bit, however.”

“Oh?”

“I’m a viscount.”

She rolled her eyes, turning to look fully at him. “I noticed,” she said waspishly. “Did you somehow miss the fact that I have referred to you as ‘my lord’?”

“No,” he said, exasperation creeping into his voice at last. “And you can stop with the ‘my lord,’ by the way—just call me Penvale. It’s what everyone else does.”

“All right, Penvale,” she said with exaggerated patience. “What is your complication?”

“The fact that, as mentioned, I’m a viscount means that I’m going to need an heir. Eventually.”

“I’m aware,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “And I am willing enough to be your broodmare, I suppose, if that’s what is required of me.” She spoke as bluntly as she could, attempting to shock him in order to stave off the embarrassment that was causing warmth to prickle at the back of her neck. The physical aspects of marriage had been something of a mystery to her for years, until she had finally lost patience with her own ignorance the year before and bribed Hastey—who had three married sisters and had apparently been entertaining the competing affections of two of the stable hands herself—to explain matters to her. She had also discovered an exceptionally educational, highly inappropriate collection of books hidden away in the library at Trethwick Abbey that had filled in many of the blanks left from her conversation with Hastey.

“I—you—” He appeared to be at a loss for words, and Jane mentally congratulated herself on having managed to fluster a man whose experience presumably far outstripped her own. “I intended to tell you that I wouldn’t press my advances on you,” he said after a moment, apparently recovering enough to speak in complete sentences. “In light of the fact that this marriage is more or less being forced upon us both.” For the first time, there was the faintest note of bitterness in his voice, a reminder that, deep down, he didn’t want to marry her, either. “And I don’t see any need for you to immediately become my broodmare, as you so charmingly put it. I’ve no interest in hearing the pitter-patter of small feet around the house anytime soon, which means we needn’t trouble each other in that way until such a time as we decide we’re ready.”

This was unexpected—Jane had been given to understand that men were exceedingly eager to get beneath a woman’s skirts, regardless of how the woman in question might feel about the matter—but naturally, it suited her.

“Should we agree on it?” she asked briskly. “When we intend to consummate the marriage, I mean, if it is not to be immediate?”

Penvale regarded her for a moment, a hint of a smile twitching at his mouth. “I don’t suppose ‘whenever the mood strikes us’ would be an acceptable response, given the circumstances.”

Jane cast a fleeting glare in his direction before redirecting her gaze to her lap. “Not if you ever wish to produce that heir, since I’m not certain that particular circumstance will ever arise.”

“Shall we revisit the matter on a quarterly basis, then?” he asked, his manner businesslike, though an edge of amusement lurking in his voice made Jane wonder uncomfortably if he was making fun of her.

“That seems reasonable,” she said cautiously.

“All right, then.” A pause. “If we’ve nothing else to discuss—” He broke off. “Would you just—just look at me for a moment?”

She lifted her head and met his eyes. They were a clear hazel, the flecks of green more visible in this light than they had been indoors, and the look in them was… steady, somehow. Serious.

“If you’re certain about this, then I’m prepared to go back indoors and tell my uncle that we’ve come to an agreement. But if you are uncertain, speak up now, because once we are betrothed, I mean to see us married in efficient fashion.” Determination was written in every word he uttered, and Jane had a suspicion that he would be quite annoyed if she got cold feet the night before the wedding. He had the air of a man who had resigned himself to a task and was ready to see it through.

“I’m certain.” She thrust out her hand abruptly. “Shall we shake on it?”

He looked at her hand, appearing a bit startled. “I must confess, I’ve never had a young lady offer to shake my hand before.”

“I assure you, I’m nothing like the young ladies you have experience with,” Jane said, and Penvale offered a crooked grin as he reached out to shake her hand.

“Of that, Miss Spencer, I am already well aware.”






Chapter Three

“I do believe, Penvale, that you’re about to claim the honor of undertaking the most ill-advised marriage of the year.”

The words were mild, pleasant, even, but the green gaze that pierced Penvale from the other side of the table was sharp.

It was the night before his wedding; the banns had been called for the third and final time at church that morning, and Penvale and Miss Spencer were to marry the following day.

Penvale had invited his friends to dinner: Jeremy and Diana, as well as Lord James Audley and his wife, Violet; and Violet and Diana’s friend Emily and her new husband, Lord Julian Belfry. Once the meal had been cleared away, the ladies had retreated to the library, leaving the gentlemen to their port and conversation. This was a practice that Penvale and his close friends did not often observe—the ladies tended to remain with the gentlemen for their after-dinner drinks, and the fact that they had not done so tonight left Penvale with a feeling of dark foreboding regarding whatever his sister was so eager to discuss with her friends out of their husbands’ hearing.

“Audley, bugger off,” Penvale said without heat. “Besides, it’s only January—I’ve no doubt someone will make a much more disastrous match by March or so.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” Audley’s tone lost a bit of its easiness. “You’re marrying a girl you’ve spent all of five minutes with, just so you can get your hands on a crumbling pile of stones in bloody Cornwall.”

Audley, Penvale knew, was being deliberately provoking; he was perfectly well aware that, to Penvale, Trethwick Abbey was a good deal more than a crumbling pile on the coast. To Penvale, it was everything. Which meant he would do anything to get it back, even marry.

“Audley does have a point, old chap,” Jeremy said from where he was reclining in his chair halfway down the table. He and Diana had been seated directly opposite each other at dinner, and Penvale was almost certain there had been something inappropriate occurring underneath the table during the soup course.
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