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      The coach jounced and jostled appallingly. Lady Juliette Devereaux’s head ached, a most unaccustomed and disagreeable sensation. Tucked into her reticule, out of sight but not out of mind, was yet another thick missive from Great-aunt Solange that Juliette, usually no coward, had not dared to read. It would only be an even more imperative summons for her to attend Madame Solange Devereaux at Fakenham at once—a fate Juliette intended to put off as long as humanly possible.

      As Lady Juliette was a young woman of great determination and organizational ability, she had already put off the fatal meeting since her disastrous come-out ball in April. It was now mid-September, and she hoped to postpone the event still longer.

      Juliette frowned, sighed, and rubbed her forehead fretfully. She still was not sure what had gone wrong in her assault on the ton; she had made her plans carefully (Juliette always made her plans carefully and then carried them out forthrightly), and she had tailored her expectations to fit her circumstances. After all, she consoled herself, she had always known she couldn’t expect to rival Mama, whose Season had been the most brilliant of triumphal progresses.

      On the other hand, Juliette, who not only possessed a mirror but believed in looking at things practically, knew that she was quite pretty indeed, and more important, was the heiress to Chaceley, with the considerable “all” that appertained thereto.

      Juliette’s ancestors, the Comtes de Devereaux, a French family of great antiquity and uncommon sense, had spent the past two hundred years intermarrying with their English connections. As a result, when the first rumblings of Revolution shook Paris the Devereaux family simply decamped for their English estates, leaving the danger zone long before it was fashionable to become a wistful emigre. (As no one in the neighborhood of Chaceley was quite sure what the proper mode of address was for the granddaughter of a Comte de Devereaux, the daughter of the house was universally referred to in the English style as Lady Juliette.)

      Juliette had been chatelaine of Chaceley since she’d entered her ’teens, and had done, in her father’s words, “damned well by the place.” Juliette had thanked him kindly, thinking privately that all it had really required was a little application and management. In Juliette’s opinion, all one need do was have a proper plan and a little sense, and things would invariably fall out as desired.

      It was a simple philosophy, and one which had never before been proven wanting—until her London Season. Juliette sighed once more.

      “What’s the matter, lovey? Have ye got the headache, then? And sure and I’m not surprised, what with bouncing about like this. Do take off your bonnet, Miss Julie, and be comfortable-like.”

      Juliette turned her attention to her abigail, Matilda, who was watching her anxiously from the seat beside her. “No, no, Mattie,” she lied. Juliette knew from experience that otherwise Mattie would fuss and worry unendingly, lest she be proving as delicate as Mama. “I suppose I’m a trifle blue-deviled, that’s all.”

      Matilda sniffed. “And what have you got to be blue-deviled about, Miss?”

      “Nothing,” said Juliette without much conviction. “I—oh, Mattie, whatever went wrong?” she demanded with sudden indignation. “I had my Season all planned—but now there’s been all that trouble and expense, and nothing to show for it, and⁠—”

      “Fiddle,” said Mattie comfortably. “Ye was the prettiest thing in London, Miss Julie—well-nigh the image of Miss Sophia. And the young men at your feet and all⁠—”

      Frowning, Juliette ceased to listen and turned back to the window. She’d heard all this before; Mattie was an unthinking and uncritical partisan of the perfect Miss Sophia Halford’s daughter. But Juliette, who prided herself on her clear thinking, knew better.

      On the evening of her twentieth birthday Juliette had realized she could put off her search for a proper lord and master for Chaceley no longer. Being a sensible, forthright, and decisive girl, she had straightaway sat down and written to Cousin Euphemia Templeton, who would surely sponsor her and who had the added advantage of bringing out her own daughter, Deborah, that Season. Euphemia had been delighted to sponsor Lady Juliette as well, and matters had all been well in train before Juliette had written to inform Great-aunt Solange of the arrangements.

      So much had gone smoothly. But the measles had laid the Templeton household low and deprived Juliette of her sponsor. Rather than wait once her course of action had been decided upon, Juliette had handed her instructions for running Chaceley to her father and to the estate agent, kissed her father good-bye (though not the estate agent), taken Mattie and gone up to Town. There Juliette had promptly and efficiently hired a chaperon and a house, acquired a wardrobe, and sent out invitations for a ball.

      But from the moment of her come-out ball she’d realized she had somehow been labeled as not quite good ton. She had refused to retire from Town or to respond to Madame Solange’s increasingly vehement demands that she come to Fakenham at once, and took what solace she might in Mattie’s unstinting admiration and Mrs. Basingstoke’s unsophisticated flatteries.

      It had never occurred to Juliette, accustomed to ruling the roast at Chaceley for years, that she might stand in need of guidance, nor that the brilliantly hued dresses that she had succumbed to were hardly suitable to a girl in her first Season, no matter how dazzling her mama had looked in green silk at her come-out twenty-five years before. Matilda, who had been a good stout nursemaid during the legendary Miss Sophia’s reign, was a good plain country abigail under Juliette’s, and could not judge. Mrs. Basingstoke, a good-hearted but not high-bred lady, could not say no to Juliette, so beautiful, so rich, and so obviously intoxicated with London! Poor Mrs. Basingstoke had quite wept at parting with dear Juliette at the Season’s end, and could never understand why the sweet child seemed not to have had even one Offer!

      However, Offers or no, Juliette had managed to make enough friends to make London bearable enough, and to provide a means of escaping Madame Solange’s urgent summonses. Juliette had quite happily spent July in Brighton with Sir Gerald and Lady Lockridge, and August in Bath with Mr. and Mrs. Lucas Markham, who had the added virtue of being distant cousins of Juliette’s. But these visits had inevitably come to an end, and Juliette had cast about desperately for some new means of avoiding Great-aunt Solange Devereaux’s draconian lair.

      Just as Fakenham and doom had loomed large in her future, Juliette had received reprieve in the form of an invitation to a September house party at Duckmanton, in Sussex. It was true that Juliette’s presence was desired because she was an heiress and Lady Ralph Candlesby had a son, but Duckmanton was situated close by Temple Down, home of Lord and Lady Templeton. Juliette, who had no interest in Douglas Candlesby, had a great deal of interest in Lord Templeton’s bloodstock.

      And if the Templetons invited her to stop with them, as they very well might—the measles being long since departed—there was every chance for Juliette to go from Temple Down straightaway home to Chaceley, avoiding Madame until next spring at the earliest.

      So Juliette had eagerly accepted Lady Ralph’s kind invitation, regardless of entanglements. Douglas Candlesby would be no problem; Juliette had no intention of encouraging that amiable fribble. He was not at all the kind of man to take care of such an estate as Chaceley!

      Which brought poor Juliette’s thoughts around full circle to her unfortunate Season and its biggest disappointment: it had failed utterly to produce the man of her dreams, that still-undiscovered paragon who would be her partner as the custodian and cultivator of the Devereaux estates. Juliette’s dreams were as yet rather unformed, as the pleasant vice of novel-reading was one of the many in which she did not waste her time by indulging. However, she had been certain before her Season that London would hold someone she could find agreeable.

      Juliette sighed and shifted uncomfortably on the hard coach seat. Heads full of sawdust and minds on their clothes! She had quickly realized that the would-be Brummels she’d met in the drawing-rooms and ballrooms of London saw their lands merely as a useful commodity to be wrung dry to finance their pleasuring—or, occasionally, as an equally useful bolthole to retire to when the duns became too heavy. Furthermore, not one of them could hold a sensible conversation, let alone hold household!

      And as for the older men who could—well, not only were the desirable ones long-married already, but those who were still fancy-free were totally ineligible. And while she had no desire that her husband live under the sign of the cat’s foot, she would allow no man to ride roughshod over her, either! Nor had Juliette any particular desire to marry a man twice her age only to be widowed early. There wouldn’t be much help for Chaceley in that⁠—

      “—and furthermore, I look a perfect fright in black!” she finished crossly, rubbing her forehead again.

      Matilda instantly began to scold lovingly about poor Miss Julie getting burnt to the socket and to proffer all manner of sovereign remedies for the headache, when the coach topped a low rise.

      “Never mind that now, Mattie…here’s Duckmanton, at last!” Juliette said with real relief.
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        * * *

      

      Duckmanton, country seat of Lord Ralph Candlesby, had been presented to Lord Ralph as an engagement present by his father, the Duke of Birdwell. It had been enriched by a Palladian portico when Lord Ralph had taken his wife, and Italianate gardens when his wife had taken a notion. Still more additions had been made from time to time, most notably the Gothic folly in the aforementioned gardens, and it was only through the great good fortune of being blessed with an exceedingly expensive and rackety heir that Lord Ralph had recently been able to stop making improvements to the estate.

      Lady Juliette’s coach came to a halt before Duckmanton’s impressive bronze doors, which had been imported from Venice four years before. Lady Ralph Candlesby was on the steps to greet her as Juliette thankfully descended from the coach.

      “My dear! How well you look—considering the dreadful strain you must have been under!” Lady Ralph amended hastily. “And how is your dear papa?”

      Juliette had been Lady Ralph’s guest many times in London this past Season and so knew how to interpret her hostess’s remarks. “Father is well, thank you—at least I assume so, or Wharton would have written. He is the estate agent for Chaceley, you know, and sends me regular reports. For my own part, I must admit that the journey was dreadfully tiring—but I always find it so, when I am not in the saddle.”

      “Oh, yes!” Lady Ralph, who never rode when she could be driven, and who was rumored not even to own a hack, nodded enthusiastically. “I always find it so, and indeed, Douglas has remarked to me many times that he feels precisely the same. And here he is now to greet you—Douglas!” Her ladyship’s voice rose as she summoned her only son.

      “Lady Juliette! So you did come! How splendid!” A slender young man in fawn pantaloons and tobacco-colored coat bounded forward to grasp Juliette’s hands.

      Mr. Douglas Warwick Candlesby was, at four-and-twenty, considered quite an eligible parti—providing, of course, that one did not require overmuch intellect in a husband. Mr. Candlesby was a creature of Fashion, and, Fashion being so very fleeting, it could only be accounted an asset that he could not hold one thought in his head above two minutes together. He had advantages other than intellect, however: he was a handsome young man, good-natured enough to dance with any young lady presented to him as a desirable partner, no matter how plain she be, and he was the grandson of a Duke.

      Unfortunately for his and Lady Juliette’s peace of mind, during the past Season he had taken it into his head that to be truly au courant one must be possessed of a violent unreciprocated passion. Since he was not, as his friends kindly informed him, a complete idiot, he had made Lady Juliette Devereaux the object of these strong passions. Juliette had paid no heed, but Lady Ralph had. Lady Ralph, a good-natured woman, but, as she had informed her spouse, a Lioness in Defense of her Child, was willing to overlook Juliette’s faults and mounted a campaign to match Juliette’s money with Douglas’s proven ability to spend it, and was not to be deterred by such insignificant considerations as the mutual indifference of the two young people involved.

      Douglas, having clutched Juliette’s hands in the obligatory rapture of ecstasy, abruptly abandoned Romance in favor of more important matters. “I say, since you’ve brought your horses, Lady Juliette—oh, I forgot to say they arrived yesterday, and in prime twig! Anyway, I thought we might ride over to Temple Down tomorrow—Lord Templeton’s minded to sell some of his stock, and we can have a look at them before the sales!”

      “Douglas, really!” said Lady Ralph reprovingly, but Juliette smiled.

      “Indeed, Mr. Candlesby, I shall be delighted to ride over—I’m quite longing to see the Templetons again. You are lucky to be so close to Temple Down.” And as he was, Juliette considered it ridiculous that Douglas Candlesby was not mounted better. Tomorrow she would look over the Templeton stock and recommend several possible remounts for his purchase.

      Douglas, looking at the quelling expression on his mama’s face and the thoughtful one on Juliette’s, found them equally alarming and discovered urgent business elsewhere. Juliette was left to Lady Ralph’s attentions.

      “You mustn’t mind Douglas, Lady Juliette; I am sure he merely does not wish to embarrass you by too particular an attention. Young people cannot be too careful, you know. Oh, and I have invited a number of your particular friends—dear Douglas was invaluable in making up a list for me—and we shall have a quiet, comfortable party…at least, we shall if nothing too dreadful happens,” Lady Ralph amended cheerfully and continued without pause for breath.

      “Now, my dear child, you must treat Duckmanton precisely as you would your own home, since after all…well, I must not run ahead of myself, since nothing is at all settled, of course, and you will have plenty of time to refresh yourself before dinner, since it is most important to the digestion that one not be over tired, and…well, never mind that now. Most of the rest of the party is here, but dinner will be time enough for them of course. Mind you, I rely on you for all the gossip—is Mrs. Markham’s condition improved? And one does hear about poor dear Lady Lockridge’s headaches.”

      The vivacious Pamela Lockridge might very well suffer headaches in Lady Ralph’s presence; Juliette only knew that that most delightful of hostesses had not been afflicted by one during all of July. But she said only, “I promise I shall tell you everything, Lady Ralph, though I am persuaded that Douglas will already have told you most of my poor news.”

      And after a further exchange of courtesies, which did nothing to help Juliette’s own headache, she was Anally allowed to attain the sanctuary of her room.
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        * * *

      

      “My dear Madam,” Juliette wrote some time later, as Mattie bustled about the room behind her setting all to rights. Juliette, cleansed from the dust of the road, plied with a soothing tisane which had, in fact, relieved her aching temples, and wrapped in a frilly coquelicot-colored dressing gown lavishly embellished with knots of pale cream ribbons at the shoulders, was now faced with Duty. Time enough after that to venture on who her fellow guests might be—just such a tedious lot as she had had about her in Town, she supposed. Oh well, there were the Templeton sales. She chewed the end of her pen reflectively. Great-aunt Solange had tracked her down at the Markhams’; Juliette had cravenly refrained from unsealing the thick letter until now and was sorry she had ever opened it. She had the distinct feeling that Madame’s letter would set Duckmanton itself afire were it not safely housed in the grate. She was only surprised it had not burned through her reticule.

      However, some reply must be made. Juliette stopped nibbling on her pen and set it to paper once more.

      “I am stopping at Duckmanton in Sussex, near Temple Down, as Lady Ralph Candlesby so kindly invited me. This will give me the opportunity to view the Templeton horses before the autumn sales, for, as you know, we need some new blood for the Chaceley stock.”

      That was all very well, as far as it went, but Juliette knew it would hardly mollify Madame. She bit her pen again, then continued hastily. “I do not know if I shall be able to come to you next, or if duty will call me back to Chaceley. Perhaps, dear Madame, we will have the felicity of seeing you at Christmas—” This was a safe enough wish; Madame hadn’t left Fakenham in ten years; and if, heaven forbid, Madame did come, it would be hunting season and Juliette would simply ride out with Squire Alworthy’s pack every day she could.

      “…and do give my fondest love to Cousin Tony, and I shall write again soon, when you shall receive the fullest budget of gossip with which Lady Ralph can invest me—and I remain, your very affectionate grandniece, Juliette.”

      Madame Solange would infinitely prefer an obedient grandniece, but Juliette decided to let it stand, and quickly sealed it with a wafer before she changed her mind. It could go off with tomorrow’s post, and if all went well she would be safe at Chaceley by this time next month. Surely Papa could be persuaded that duty called his gadabout daughter home—especially as he would wish nothing to interfere with his hunting. Juliette only hoped Madame Solange hadn’t sent Papa a letter too, as she truly was a dutiful daughter and had no wish that his life be made hideous as well!

      Her task completed, Juliette turned to watch Matilda at work. The abigail was methodically emptying the trunks of their contents, brushing out dresses and riding habits carefully before hanging them in the towering oak wardrobe. Brushes and silver-topped bottles lined the dressing table in orderly rows; the jewel-case was precisely centered.

      It was a great pity that Life could not always be as orderly as Mattie’s unpacking. Years of overseeing the management of extensive estates had given Juliette a firm taste for definite answers, definitely expressed, on definite subjects. She had, not unnaturally, found Society disorderly at best; Juliette liked to have everything out in the open and clearly stated. Society favored ambiguous hints that could mean anything.

      Take Lady Ralph Candlesby, for example. In Juliette’s opinion, if Lady Ralph thought Douglas was going to offer for her, Lady Ralph should simply say so. Juliette could then tell her frankly that it was no such thing, and they could go on about their business without all this confusion. It seemed so simple to Juliette that she could not understand why everyone else took such delight in being mysterious.

      “—but say what you will, Miss, it’s a lovely bonnet, and that I will hold to!” Mattie held up the object in question, and Juliette realized that she had been air-dreaming just as surely as if she’d been thinking of her nonexistent ideal husband.

      “Well, I must say that I think so too,” Juliette confessed, rising and going over to take the gaudy green watered silk confection from Mattie’s hands. She turned it this way and that, admiring its ostrich plumes and the artificial cherries and flowers that trimmed its extravagant poke. “But do you know, Mattie, Miss Fonthill said it was not at all the thing, and I confess I cannot see why.”

      “Tush, Miss Julie—it’s jealous Miss Fonthill likely was, for it’s home truth she couldn’t be a-wearing the color, not for ever so! But it do look a treat on you, and just what your dear mama would like to see you in, God rest her soul.”

      Juliette found it hard to doubt in the face of Matilda’s sublime confidence. Why, she’d even gone to the same modiste Mattie said Mama had used, and that venerable establishment charged dearly enough for her dressing, heaven knew! But she’d known she would only be doing her come-out Season once, and hadn’t been able to resist any of the glowing fabrics or dazzling dresses paraded for her delectation. No, nothing could be wrong with her clothes. Still…Juliette regarded the bonnet in her hands doubtfully. Althea Fonthill had said⁠—

      Something in her expression made Mattie snatch the poke bonnet back from her charge’s unworthy hands and replace it tenderly in its nest of silver paper.

      “Next you’ll be a-saying your amethyst satin tisn’t fit to be seen in—and Madame Lambourne slaving over it day and night to have it ready for you, just as she always did for Miss Sophia!”

      “Nonsense, it’s lovely,” said Juliette briskly. Normally she was willing to listen as long as Matilda chose to talk about how things had been in Miss Sophia’s day, but for some heretical reason now she found it just a bit tedious. So to cut the conversation short, Juliette added, “In fact, I’ll wear it to dinner tonight. Now, you may lay out a riding habit for me, Mattie dear. I’m sure a good gallop will shake the last of the headache away.”

      “Miss Julie, you’ll never go riding now! And how’m I to turn you out a credit to Miss Sophia with you dashing about on horseback at all hours?”

      “Nonsense, I shall be back in plenty of time to dress—and I simply must have some exercise after being cooped up in that coach all day! I shall just ride over towards Temple Down—yes, the green habit will do very well—what a pity Gussie Templeton is gone to Russia. He hasn’t a brain in his head, of course, but he’s never dull and he does know horses.” With that doubtful encomium upon the absent Mr. Templeton, Juliette allowed Matilda to help her out of the dressing gown and into a habit of green Melton cloth and impeccable cut that not even the most severe arbiter of taste could have faulted. A small round beaver hat with a dull gold buckle and a veil of Urling’s net, and black boots and gloves completed the ensemble. A brisk gallop was just what she needed to set her up before an evening spent dancing attendance on some of Douglas’s impossible friends.

      “Mattie, while I’m gone can you find out who else Lady Ralph has invited and which of them will be at dinner? I don’t like to ask Lady Ralph, or I’ll hear that they’ve all suffered hideous tragedies, but it would be nice to know before I’m seated with them.”

      “Just you leave that to me, miss, and mind you, you’re to be back in good time for me to brush the snarls out of your hair—and put the embrocation on your bruises!”

      “Oh, do be serious, Mattie,” said Juliette mildly. “You know I never fall.”

      “That’s as may be, miss,” the abigail observed darkly, “but there’s a first time for all, is my motto.”
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        * * *

      

      The Duckmanton stables were clean and spacious but woefully under-stocked. Fewer than half the stalls were filled, and those with horses of what Juliette considered decidedly inferior quality. Hence Juliette had prudently written to Chaceley before she left Bath and had Tom Perkins bring two of her own horses to Duckmanton.

      Juliette regarded the stable disapprovingly, tapping her crop against her boot. Tom Perkins appeared from a nearby stall, brush in hand. He did not look happy.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Julie. I’ve just gotten the carriage horses rubbed down and settled in, if you’re wishful to look at them. But if it’s Dulcinea you’re wanting…”

      “What’s wrong with her?” Juliette demanded, more sharply than she’d intended.

      Perkins shook his head. “She’s gone lame again, miss.” Juliette sighed. She had hunted Dulcinea last season, with but indifferent success, and then decided to keep her for a hack. But the unfortunate season in the hunting field had left the mare in no good shape for that either—at least in Dulcinea’s opinion.

      “Well, if she is, there’s no help for it, and I know you’ve done all you can. Saddle Skylark for me, then, and send to Chaceley for Thunderbolt. I warrant there isn’t a horse in these stables I want to try!”

      “There’s the truth with no bark on it—add the beasts I brought from Chaceley and you’ll still have the right of it.” Perkins expressed himself with the privileged freedom of one who had tossed Lady Juliette up onto her first pony and later felt he had made a mistake.

      “Nonsense! Skylark’s perfectly safe for a decent rider, and I hope you will own I am that, at least. Why people will say a horse is a bad horse when they are only bad riders is quite beyond me! Please bring him around.”

      “As you say, miss, but he’s a nervy one at best, and in strange country like this…”

      “I hope I may be trusted to sit a horse even if he is nervous. And I don’t need to be lapped in cotton-wool!” A muscle in Juliette’s jaw jumped as she clamped her teeth tightly shut over further remarks. There was no point in flaying her servants merely because she was out of temper after that letter from Madame!

      Perkins, defeated, soon had Skylark ready. The horse was a burly gray gelding, with a hard mouth and uncertain temper, and Juliette had bought him at Tattersall’s primarily because her escort, whom she had browbeaten into the indiscretion of taking her there, had made the further error of stating that the gray was no horse for a lady. It was Juliette’s opinion, now that Skylark was in her own stables, that he was a perfectly trustworthy mount as long as he was carefully ridden.

      Perkins tossed Juliette lightly into the saddle and turned to his own mount. But before he had foot in the stirrup or could open his mouth to remonstrate with her, Juliette had spurred the indignant Skylark and galloped off alone.
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      In the late afternoon it began to rain. The Marquess of Barham raised petitioning eyes to the gloomy heavens, but found no reason for optimism there. It had lacked only this.

      This would teach him, Jack Barham thought ruefully, to trust in that invariably fatal epilogue to directions, “—but you can’t miss it.” At this rate he’d be lucky to reach Duckmanton by tomorrow morning. “Blast Candlesby anyway,” he said to his patient mount. “I’ve half a mind to give him the go-bye and head for Doncaster direct. What d’you think, old boy?” He patted Cavalier’s neck, and the horse snorted and shook his head.

      “No?” Jack grinned wryly, stroking Cavalier’s wet black neck once more. The old cavalry charger had more good sense than he did; Duckmanton it must be. Both he and Cavalier needed at least a short repairing lease before pushing on again—and there was always the possibility of coaxing more of Douglas Candlesby’s golden guineas into Jack’s own pockets. Besides, young Candlesby was a free-spending and well-breeched young idiot, likable enough, and inclined to look with admiration upon Bad Jack Barham. This was fortunate indeed for a man who had, over the last five years, developed a reputation that caused less trustful souls than Douglas Candlesby to give him a wide berth.

      Oh, there were still plenty of men—and women, too—willing to aid a man in his efforts to go to the devil in the most expeditious possible fashion, a course which Jack Barham had been energetically following since he’d returned home from the wars.

      He’d enlisted in a youthful burst of patriotism shortly after Jena. His infuriated father, the Duke of Owlsthorne, had responded by striking his only child’s name from the family Bible. His Grace then changed his will, bequeathing anything unentailed elsewhere, and began a course of actions nicely calculated to completely ruin the remaining properties. Her Grace of Owlsthorne was well-served for attempting to reason with His Grace by having all communication with her son cut off. Her Grace was carried off by grief and the influenza three years later and the news of her death reached Jack by sheerest chance some months afterward, along with the information that he was popularly supposed to have refused to go to his dying mother.

      After Waterloo Jack discovered that his resources consisted of a dark, piratical handsomeness, a sturdy but aging cavalry mount, a pile of dragoon’s debts, and an ancestral home almost ruined by deliberate malice and barred to him by parental decree. The Marquess of Barham, with a reckless disregard for consequences ill-suited to his new civilian status, had retaliated as best he might by going to the devil in as blatant a fashion as possible. If his father were going to ruin the Owlsthorne properties, Jack had thought bitterly, then he would see the name ruined along with it. And the world was full of people eager to oblige him in his efforts.

      But now that Jack was nearing thirty, he no longer, somehow, found the devil so amusing a fellow as once he was. As for his cohorts in sin and wickedness—well, they were not only ill-bred, but tedious, and not half so clever as they liked to think themselves.

      But all this cogitation wasn’t getting him any nearer to the elusive Duckmanton, and it had begun to rain harder now. He shrugged deeper into the capes of his riding coat and urged Cavalier forward through a gap in a nearby hedge. As he pushed through it, Cavalier pricked up his ears and whickered, then threw back his head and neighed loudly. An answering whinny greeted him, and Jack spurred Cavalier towards the sound.

      There was a young woman on a gray horse in the next clearing. She wore an exquisitely cut riding habit of dark green; it perfectly displayed both her elegant figure and the whiteness of her skin. A saucy little hat perched at a rakish angle on her raven’s-wing curls, a wayward wisp of veiling plastered damply against her cheek serving only to accentuate the incredible emerald of her eyes. One tiny toe peeped roguishly from beneath the skirts of the habit, and as Jack rode up she regarded him with an imperious and arrogant look.

      Jack smiled and pulled Cavalier up. The fair unknown did not flinch under his scrutiny; rather, she returned stare for stare. Jack’s lazy smile widened; he reached up and swept off his hat. “Fair wood-nymph, will you take pity on a lost stranger?”

      The wood-nymph continued to stare; then a wave of rose-petal pink swept over her cheeks. “If—if you are lost, sir, the main road is that way.” She gestured with her riding whip. “I cannot imagine how you managed to stray from it, but—but I daresay you are unused to this country.” The rose still stained her cheeks; her gray sidled under her as if agitated.

      Jack set his hat back on his now soaking hair. “I was bewitched, no doubt, by—shall I say, the natural beauty of the landscape?”

      She frowned, as if puzzling out this utterance, then turned even pinker. “Nonsense, sir—you have only just this minute seen me, and—and you shouldn’t say such things, you know.”

      Jack laughed and moved Cavalier up to the nervous gray. “And you shouldn’t listen to them, young lady.” He raised his eyebrows as if scandalized. “Don’t you know, sweetheart, that you should never go riding without your groom?” He edged Cavalier even closer; the gray fidgeted, but didn’t move. “Or talk to strange men?”

      “Then you may find your own way,” she said tartly, and gathered up her reins.

      “Oh, I shall,” said Jack. Before she realized what he was about, he had dropped Cavalier’s reins and put his hands on her shoulders. Raindrops glinted on her thick dark lashes; her green eyes looked enormous. Her mouth opened slightly in alarm or indignation, but before she could express either Jack had his arms well around her and was kissing her firmly and thoroughly.

      There was a stunned moment of stiffness, and her hand came up to push against his chest. Her eyes closed and she swayed against him, her warm, rain-wet lips softening to his…

      Then the gray danced impatiently and she began to slide from her sidesaddle. Jack put a hand to her horse’s reins, but the spell had been broken. She cried out and wrenched herself away, slashing at Jack with her riding whip. The high-strung gray shied violently and then bolted, with his mistress’s complete encouragement, clearing a low stone wall like a winged thing and disappearing into the trees.

      Jack sat back on Cavalier and gazed after her, fingering the welt that burned like fire on his cheek. That particular little wood-nymph had a strong arm on her, for all her elfin beauty, and he must admit he’d certainly deserved it. All things considered it was a small price to pay for one of the sweetest kisses of his experience.

      And when he reached Duckmanton he’d turn young Candlesby upside down until he found out which of the neighborhood households harbored this rare gem. Perhaps she was the daughter of the local squire—but her dress and her manner bespoke higher origins than that. In any case—Jack gathered up Cavalier’s reins and laughed.

      “In any case, I’ll wager it’s a long time until that young miss gives her groom the slip again, eh, boy?”

      Cavalier sneezed and shook his head vigorously, showering droplets from his mane. Jack grinned, swatted Cavalier’s neck companionably, and resumed his search for the manor of Duckmanton.
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        * * *

      

      Althea Fonthill hummed contentedly to herself as she oversaw the unpacking of the trunks. Mama, whose rooms were elsewhere, had retired to lie down after the rigors of the journey, and Isobel, butterfly-quick and deft as Tib-o’-the-buttery when it came to avoiding disagreeable toil, had attached herself to Lady Ralph to be shown everything about Duckmanton, leaving Althea to oversee the ordering of their wardrobe.

      Althea looked about the room she was to share with her sister. Lady Ralph Candlesby judged her guests’ social standing to a nicety; Lady Juliette Devereaux might well have a private room in the new wing by virtue of her papa’s bank balance and Lady Ralph’s matrimonial ambitions, but the Misses Fonthill shared a room in the original bedroom wing of the house where it was necessary to step up over the sill to enter. At least Lady Ralph did not accord such unimportant guests the grudging hospitality of some less good-natured hostesses, Althea thought, looking about the quaint, old-fashioned room; it might be old and small, but a bright coal-fire burned in the grate to take away the September chill and damp.

      Althea was quite looking forward to seeing Lady Juliette again. She had first encountered Lady Juliette at one of Lady Vane’s parties, and, drawn together by their mutual lack of social success, Miss Fonthill and Lady Juliette had become bosom bows in no time at all, despite the fact that Juliette was a great heiress and Mrs. Fonthill and her two daughters were churchmouse-poor. The late Mr. Fonthill had invested unwisely upon ’Change, and his loving family was left to reap the reward.

      Althea Fonthill had a pleasing, if plump, figure, soft mouse-blond hair, wide gray eyes, and no particular dowry. She was instantly relegated to the background whenever her sister appeared; golden Isobel, as vividly English pink-and-gold as Juliette was fairy-tale ebony-and-snow. The two beauties made a striking picture when they were together, though Althea knew Juliette dismissed Isobel as just another empty-headed damsel. Empty-headed or no—and Althea loyally refused to so label her lighthearted sister—it was upon Isobel that family hopes were firmly pinned. It was not unreasonable that such a pretty girl as Isobel should make quite a good match, even without a decent dowry, and Althea, having had a fruitless Season to herself, was now willing to step back and allow Isobel the center stage.

      It had been very pleasant for Althea to have a friend of her own age, and though Juliette had her faults, condescension was not among them. Unhappily for this promising friendship, Isobel, for all her great blue eyes and guinea-gold curls, was herself hardly noticeable in a Season that boasted almost an embarrassment of young ladies possessed of both face and fortune. Mrs. Fonthill had therefore, in the interests of economy, cut short their stay in London, retiring with her daughters to visit a distant cousin near Harrowgate. Althea had been left to follow the course of Juliette’s ignominious progress through the medium of a number of hastily scrawled letters rife with dark hints of Madame’s displeasure, and had been genuinely surprised to receive an invitation to Duckmanton, by reason of the family being such especial friends of Lady Juliette’s. Lady Ralph must be sure of her prey indeed, Althea thought irreverently, to invite not one but two unmarried females to a party meant to attach Douglas Candlesby’s affections irredeemably to Lady Juliette Devereaux.

      Still, it was no concern of hers, Althea reflected, for not only had she no hope of attaching the feckless and improvident Mr. Candlesby, she had not the slightest desire to do so. She had seen quite enough of him during the bit of the London Season she had shared with Juliette—during which he had written Juliette sonnets and Juliette had kindly corrected their grammar—to see that such a manageable man was not for Althea Fonthill. At two-and-twenty she was not quite on the shelf—though another Season or so would surely see her there—but even the terrors of a life spent as a charge on the grudging charity of relatives could not quite reconcile her to the thought of marrying without even fondness present. Althea kept these heretical notions entirely to herself; there was no reason to fuss Mama with her vaporings, nor to distract Mama’s attention from Isobel. Let Isobel only find fondness and fortune together, and Althea would quite happily propose herself upon her sister to live out her days in virtuous spinsterhood.

      Perhaps next season would see them more fortunate, Althea considered, seating herself in a chair next to the grate and taking up her needlepoint. Just as soon as everything was in order here, she would go out for a walk—perhaps Lady Juliette would have returned from her ride—and they could have a comfortable coze before dinner. Lady Ralph had been coy to the point of mysteriousness about her other house-guests, but undoubtedly Isobel would have charmed the list out of her by now.
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        * * *

      

      She must have been quite, quite mad. This was the only conclusion that made any sense whatsoever to Juliette as she urged Skylark on in his efforts to emulate his avian namesake. How could she have—have—Oh, whatever must that appalling man have thought of her?

      Juliette finally pulled Skylark to a walk, not without some argument. She couldn’t go back to Duckmanton looking all no-how, nor could she bring Skylark in lathered to foam. Matilda would talk, and Tom Perkins would look, and Juliette couldn’t possibly bear it!

      How could she—and how dare he! Juliette put a gloved hand to her lips, which still seemed to tingle oddly. Yes, how dare he come riding out of the rain like that, and smile at her with those eyes like warm amber and then take outrageous liberties with her!

      The very thought of those outrageous liberties made her cheeks burn. It had been bad enough for that—that rake, for he could be nothing less, to be kissing any stray female that crossed his path—to have made such advances. But for her, Juliette Devereaux, to have allowed him—to have practically fallen into his arms—well, that was the outside of enough!

      However, Juliette prided herself on her good sense; it was obvious that such a man was not one she would ever meet again—not beneath any respectable roof, at any rate! And he, of course, had no idea who she was. So nothing had really happened, no one would ever know, and she would never see him again.

      So cheered was Lady Juliette by this clear thinking that she frowned and rapped Skylark firmly with her crop. As a result, they reached the Duckmanton stables again in record time—and Tom Perkins did look—but, being wise in the ways of safety, said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Matilda did talk, but Juliette was oddly distracted, staring dreamily at herself in the dressing table mirror and paying little attention to her abigail’s fussing. After a while, Mattie simply set her mouth and devoted herself to arranging Juliette’s gleaming black curls, eventually interrupting her mistress’s reverie by setting the brush down with a sharp clatter.

      “Something’s got into you tonight, Miss Julie,” Mattie pronounced. “You look like mischief and no mistake!”

      Juliette started guiltily. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mattie.” She was angrily aware that she was blushing, and moved to the offensive. “Now see to my dress, or I’ll be late.”

      Mattie sniffed, but softened when the amethyst satin was slipped over Juliette’s head. “You do look a treat, and that’s the truth, lovey,” Mattie said as she fastened up the bodice.

      Juliette surveyed herself in the pier glass. She’d fallen in love with the damasked satin at first sight and bought the entire bolt on the spot, ignoring Miss Althea Fonthill’s efforts to interest her in a demure sprigged muslin instead. The obliging Madame Lambourne had made it up to Juliette’s order: a short round dress over a sarsnet slip in a deeper violet, trimmed in crepe rouleaux edged with gilt tassels, finished with a demi-train. Juliette nodded with satisfaction and reached for the ostrich-plume ornament for her hair.

      Then she paused. She didn’t know a great deal about fashion; she knew only what she liked. But this was a country house party, no matter how fashionable. Perhaps a slightly simpler mode…?

      “The pearls, do you think, Mattie?” said Juliette hesitantly, setting down the feathers.

      “Pearls!” cried Mattie, outraged. “With that lovely purple dress? Why, I’d die o’shame to turn you out so! What you wants with that is a bit o’color, Miss Juliette, and no argufying!” The abigail pulled a velvet box from the array on the dressing table. “There you are—Miss Sophia’s amethysts. Now you just slip those on and you’ll be turned out all right and tight quick’s the cat can lick her ear. And we’ll hear no more about pearls, if you please, miss!”

      Juliette stood docilely as Matilda fixed the ostrich-plume aigrette in her hair and bedecked her with the amethyst set. Mattie was right, of course; the dress looked much better with the sparkling stones than it would have with the milky pearls. Juliette had dutifully studied the various periodicals during the past Season, but had been totally unable to see much difference between those outfits eulogized as bang up to the knocker and those apostrophized as perfect quizzes. But Matilda and Mrs. Basingstoke had approved every stitch of her wardrobe; it was no business of Juliette’s to worry over it.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the Fonthill trunks had been unpacked, Juliette had returned from her ride and was dressing for dinner, as Althea discovered upon venturing out to the stables—the surest place, in Althea’s experience, to find Lady Juliette at almost any time. Upon receiving this intelligence, and knowing from harsh experience how taxing one of Lady Juliette’s grandes toilettes could be, she did not bother to seek out her friend, but prolonged her sojourn in the open air. There was more than enough time for one who followed a simpler mode to dress before dinner, and she was somehow loathe to return to the house. She would rather brave the uncertain weather for a space.

      A house party was a delicate thing, and Althea, veteran of many, was not quite confident that Lady Ralph was clever enough to carry this one off—not with the incendiary Lady Juliette right in the middle. It would hardly matter who else Lady Ralph invited; and though Althea had been absent from Town for the later part of the Season, there had been nothing in Juliette’s letters to indicate that she had formed a tendre for the shatterbrained Douglas Candlesby. Unfortunately, Althea was certain Juliette would not hesitate to say so—even, or possibly especially, to Douglas’s doting mother. And that way lay only strife. If only Juliette were not so—so—out of the common way, Althea finished lamely. Ah, well, if talking paid no toll, how very much less use must thinking be?

      While Althea stood lost in thought beneath the eaves of the stableyard mews, the faint drizzle had turned to an earnest soaking rain. By the time she was aware of this, it was far too late to cross the courtyard and preserve her slippers of glazed kid. As for her flowered muslin round dress and felt pelisse, they would require many hours of toil to return to their best looks. As Althea hesitated, trying to decide if waiting would gain her anything, a man on horseback appeared, making his way toward the stable with the dogged speed of the delayed guest. Althea ducked back inside to avoid being splashed by his passage and tucked herself out of the way as the newcomer rode in through the door.

      He wore a soaking high-crowned beaver and had a muffler swathed about his face to protect him from the mud of the road. He vaulted down from the chestnut gelding’s back and made vague gestures to the stablehands. Then he turned around.

      “Good lord, Julie—what are you doing here?” the apparition demanded.

      Althea drew back with a startled squeak.

      “Oh, lord,” said the stranger mournfully. “I thought you were my cousin.” He removed his hat and shook it. Drops of water flew every which way. He then unwound the sodden muffler, revealing spectacles solidly fogged by the weather. “Blast this rain! It makes it impossible to see anything. On closer inspection,” he continued smoothly, removing the spectacles, “I see that you cannot possibly be my cousin Juliette, though I confess myself at a loss as to what any other female might be doing in the Duckmanton stables in this weather. I am Anthony Devereaux, by the way; Lady Juliette is my cousin.” He blinked at her with mild blue eyes and appeared to await further developments.

      “You are Juliette’s cousin Anthony?” Althea blurted out before she could help herself. Cousin Anthony had figured in Juliette’s disjointed narratives as a harmless yet inoffensive lunatic given to bizarre pursuits. To hear his cousin tell it, he existed only to devil Juliette with his good example, and was so nondescript as to be almost invisible to the naked eye.

      Althea saw that she had allowed Lady Juliette’s prejudices to mislead her; though she could not on this acquaintance pronounce with any certainty on his sanity, to Althea’s eyes Mr. Anthony Percival St. Devereaux Devereaux was quite a well-looking man indeed. The blond hair plastered wetly to his high broad forehead with rain was the unimpeachable yellow of flax, his eyes were of a pellucid Wedgewood blue, and the mud-spattered boots and the well-used riding coat visible beneath the cape were of excellent quality, yet commonplace. Any interesting eccentricities he might possess were disguised, at least for the moment.

      Althea sighed again, this time with relief.

      Mr. Devereaux also sighed, with resignation. “By your air of stunned surprise, I gather that you know Lady Juliette and she has once again been telling tales of her idiot cousin. Tell me, has she arrived yet? I came on ahead of my coach, hoping to arrive before she did and, er, head her off; but perhaps I’m too late. Oh, and delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss⁠—?”

      “I am Miss Fonthill,” said Althea. “Althea Fonthill—my mama and sister and I are Lady Ralph’s guests—and I am so very glad to make your acquaintance, Mr. Devereaux.”

      “Oh, dear,” said Mr. Devereaux, lines of worry creasing his brow. “I’d be flattered, but I’ve been acquainted with my cousin Juliette since she was born. In fact, I arrive upon the wings of wrath—not to mention the express wishes of Madame Solange Devereaux, of whom you may also have heard—to restore my erring cousin to the familial bosom before Juliette develops another pressing engagement. Now I know I am going to be sorry I asked, but isn’t that why I’m here?”

      “I—of course it is,” said Althea, a bit staggered by all this airy persiflage. “And Juliette is here—that is, she is dressing for dinner, and.…You did hear about Juliette’s Season, did you not?”

      Mr. Devereaux seemed to take this conversational detour in good part. “Miss Fonthill, I shall be brutally frank,” said Mr. Devereaux setting his still-dripping hat back upon his lank hair. “I am an abject coward, and when I heard that Juliette was to make her come-out this Season, I straightaway discovered a project that would take me to the far end of the country for at least six months. I managed to remain in blissful ignorance until Madame—that is, our Great-aunt Solange—wrote to me at Chaceley a fortnight since, having ferreted out—if one may apply such a word to one’s relative—Juliette’s current location and demanded Juliette’s immediate retrieval. One doesn’t lightly disobey the royal command, so here I am.”

      “Oh my,” said Althea inadequately, having formed a good idea of Juliette’s probable response to such a plan. “But—oh!—you are soaked, and it is time to change for dinner. That is⁠—”

      “Oh, I imagine I am expected, Miss Fonthill. Madame did write, and put the fear of God into Lady Ralph, I daresay. Let us go up to the house; I would offer you my arm, but you’d be soaked.”

      “I shall be soaked anyway by the time we reach the house, Mr. Devereaux,” said Althea as she took his arm, “so you see you need have no qualms.”

      Mr. Devereaux looked as if he most sincerely doubted that statement, but forbore to say so, and meekly allowed Miss Fonthill to escort him from the stables.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Ralph, it developed, had been expecting Anthony Devereaux while hoping he wouldn’t arrive—since his arrival meant, perforce, a truncation of her matrimonial campaign. Still, she bore his presence in good part, and had even provided accommodation for him in the dizzying heights of bachelor country. Anthony, looking even more apprehensive, allowed himself to be taken away for drying, hoping that his trunks would arrive soon, and Althea went off to dress for dinner, hoping she could contrive a moment to warn Juliette of her cousin’s arrival.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the Marquess of Barham reached Duckmanton he had almost convinced himself that he was the damndest fool in Christendom—and probably in heathen lands as well. Had he had the least sense, he would have ridden up to the beautiful young lady, said, “Forgive the intrusion, ma’am, but do you know the way to Duckmanton?”—and, ten to one, been here an hour ago.

      Yes, it was high time he began behaving less like a character from the pages of a lurid novel. Of course, if he hadn’t, he would have denied himself a very pleasant moment’s diversion indeed. So which was, in fact, the foolish course? Jack decided to let the question stand for the time being, and bent his energies to the task of persuading the lackey who opened the doors of Duckmanton—and very peculiar doors they were, too, looking more suitable for a Venetian palazzo than an English manor—that he was, indeed, expected. The footman, apparently unnerved by the sight of a dripping wet Figure of Romance on the threshold, promptly referred the matter to that most impressive personage, the butler, whose business it properly was to deal with the unexpected.

      Jack’s assurance, his title, and his signet ring had been reason enough for the butler to grant him the honor of a parlor with a fire, even if his lordship had chosen to ride up sopping wet and with his luggage tied on behind his saddle. The Quality were well-known belowstairs to be eccentric.

      Within a very few minutes Douglas Candlesby bounded into the room, volubly protesting his delight at Jack’s arrival.

      “Barham! By heaven—here you are! What an amazing piece of luck!”

      “Considering your directions, I call it a miracle,” said Jack, continuing to warm his hands at the cheerful fire.

      Douglas disregarded this, rambling on happily. “Good thing you took me up on my invitation, Barham—devilish good. Mama’s gotten another maggot into her head about getting me spliced—she takes that notion every once in a while, you know—and she’s invited a houseful of people and the Devereaux. Thinks she’ll catch me on the sly, home turf and all—all very well, if you like being dictated to as if you were a dashed troop of horse, Barham, which I don’t above half! Mind, she’s very pretty and all that if you like that sort of thing, but damme, Barham, a fellow’s got to stand up for himself, and I don’t want any wife of mine always giving orders as if she knows best. Not that she doesn’t,” Douglas added fairmindedly. “Juliette, I mean—knows a great deal—farming, mostly, though, and I ask you, Barham—At any rate, I’ve got a plan in train that’ll nobble her conkers, so to speak. Mama, that is. Don’t think Juliette fancies me above half, you know.”

      “How odd in her,” said Jack dryly. He hadn’t followed more than a few words of Douglas’s speech, but those had been quite enough. A highly respectable house party, complete with hopeful damsels! Good God, Douglas must have been mad to invite him here at such a time. Jack didn’t wish to put Lady Ralph Candlesby to the disagreeable task of ordering him out of her house. “Well, I shan’t stand between you and any conker-nobbling you have in mind, Candlesby. Just give me a bed for the night and I’ll be on my way tomorrow.”

      “What? But you’ve just arrived! Can’t be running off like that.”

      Jack sighed. “Candlesby, do try thinking some time—I’m sure it would be good for you. I won’t be wanted if there’s to be a houseful of young ladies—and an heiress, too.”

      “But why not?” It was one of Mr. Candlesby’s more—and less—endearing characteristics that any information he found unwelcome or uninteresting could not be imparted to him by any act of will whatsoever. After a long day in the saddle, the Marquess of Barham felt unequal to the task of trying to explain why the presence of a such a notorious personage as himself would be in the least unwelcome to Mr. Candlesby’s mama and her guests.

      A practical man, Jack abandoned the attempt. “What can I be but thankful for your kindness, then? Oh—and speaking of young ladies, I met a little piece of perfection hacking cross-country near here. Little bit of a thing, big green eyes, perilously high in the instep, rides a nervy gray screw⁠—”

      “Near here?” Douglas’s brow furrowed. “Well⁠—”

      “Oh, come now, man, think! She must live around here somewhere!”

      After some contemplation, Douglas shook his head. “No one like that around here—unless you mean Deb Templeton—but she ain’t even out yet—and I wouldn’t say she’s a little bit of a thing, myself. Besides, her eyes are blue.” Jack reconsidered his previous notion of turning Mr. Candlesby upside down and shaking him until something sensible was produced, then acknowledged defeat, at least for the moment. “It’s my dryad or nothing, Candlesby,” he said lightly, rejecting the unknown Deborah Templeton out of hand. “And I never romance schoolgirls, especially if their eyes are blue. As I’m staying, can I prevail upon you to either find me a room or get me a brandy? I’m chilled to the bone.”

      “Oh, by jove! Yes, at once—you’ll have to dress for dinner, you know—won’t Mama be pleased?”

      “Oh, by jove, won’t she just?” Jack murmured sardonically, but sarcasm was wasted on the impervious Mr. Candlesby. He strolled after Douglas into the main hallway, absently noting out of the corner of his eye that a woman in a hideous purple satin dress was descending the stairs. As he put a hand on the banister and his foot on the first stair, a soft gasp made him pause and look up.

      There on the stairs above him, poised between one step and the next, gloved hand to her mouth, green eyes wide with horror, was his enchanting little wood-nymph.

      “Oh, what luck!” said Douglas Candlesby happily. “Lady Juliette, I want you to meet a most particular friend of mine—Marquess of Barham. Jack, let me make you known to Lady Juliette Devereaux—one I was telling you about,” he added in a confidential undertone.

      Juliette stared.

      Jack smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Juliette, trapped, had no choice but to descend. She came slowly down the steps, feeling a hot tide of color sweep over her face as the Marquess of Barham’s lazy, knowing smile widened and he looked her over carefully. No gentleman should look at a lady like that; it gave her the oddest feeling—as if she wore nothing but her chemise.

      She reached the foot of the stairs and Barham bent over her kid-gloved hand, carrying it to his lips. “Well met, fair⁠—”

      Alarmed, Juliette tried to extract her hand from his grasp, but without success; his grip was too firm.

      “—Lady Juliette,” he finished smoothly, kissing her hand and then releasing it.

      Warm amber eyes seemed to mock her consternation; the dark brigand’s face, so far above her own that she had to tilt back her head to look at him, made Juliette, normally the least fanciful of women, think giddily of Elizabethan privateers. And the relaxed yet competent way he moved, for all his muscular height, put her forcibly in mind of a large, lazy tomcat.

      “Now you say, ‘good evening, Lord Barham,”’ he prompted helpfully.

      Juliette blushed again, and was startled by an unladylike impulse to laugh. “Good—good evening, Lord Barham,” she said, feeling rather short of breath.

      “I call this a considerable improvement on our first, er, conversation, don’t you?” Barham grinned and lightly touched his cheek, and Juliette suddenly realized that the livid welt under his fingers must have been made by her riding crop, and that this was indeed the man who had mishandled her so vilely.

      “You deserved it,” she responded, stiffening.

      Barham looked at her contemplatively. “It was worth it,” he said at last.

      Juliette’s indignant gasp was covered by Douglas Candlesby’s sudden contribution to the discussion. “D’you know Lady Juliette already, Barham? But—” Douglas stared at Juliette as if seeing her for the first time. Then, suddenly struck, he said, “I say, Barham, you don’t mean to say that all that rot about dryads—well, I mean to say, Lady Juliette’s got green eyes, but she don’t live around here!”

      Barham, obviously in the grip of some strong emotion, regarded young Mr. Candlesby for a moment, then sighed. “If I said, Candlesby, that while riding I saw a beautiful young lady at a distance and wished that it were proper for me to discover her direction, and if, further, I so far forgot myself as to remark that she seemed—at a distance—to be as graceful as a wood-nymph, propriety dictates that such a conversation be forgotten when the lady in question is discovered to be a fellow house guest.” He paused, then added warily, “Is it too much to hope that that’s quite clear?”

      “What?” Douglas thought for a moment, then his brow cleared. “Oh, by jove, yes. Mum’s the word, Barham!”

      Juliette was once more torn between consternation and a fit of the giggles. However, alarm won out. “Do you mean to say⁠—”

      “That I, too, am residing under this hospitable roof? I’m afraid so, Lady Juliette.” Barham looked her up and down once more, raising his eyebrows as he did so. “However, I’m sure we can contrive to be comfortable together.”

      Douglas enthusiastically seconded this. “Barham’s ripping good fun, Lady Juliette, and just the fellow you want for—well, that is to say, you wouldn’t particularly—but on the other hand⁠—”

      Barham gently shouldered Douglas out of the way and tucked Juliette’s hand through his arm. “And yet he’s been allowed to grow up,” he said, grinning down at Juliette. “The age of miracles is still with us. Shall we join the others? I’m sure it won’t make the least difference to your mother, Candlesby, if I don’t change for dinner.”

      In the drawing room, Lady Ralph Candlesby was so appalled by the sight of Juliette’s escort that she could spare Juliette’s plumes and parure only one incredulous glance before taking firm possession of her and whisking her away from the Marquess of Barham. Once fixed on a settee by the fire, however, Lady Ralph became oddly reticent.

      “Lady Ralph, did you wish to speak to me?” Juliette said at last.

      “Well, my dear—and you know I do not wish to meddle, but…” Here Lady Ralph fidgeted with her fan a great deal. “…but as you’ve no mother to advise you—well—I’m truly sorry to have to say this, but…” Lady Ralph’s voice dropped, as if she were about to reveal high treason, or worse. “…but I’m very much afraid that Lord Barham is, well, not good ton. I fear I cannot, with propriety, tell you more. Of course, he is a duke’s son, but when one considers—I cannot imagine what in heaven’s name Douglas was about, to invite him here—But as you know already, Lady Juliette, my Douglas has an open, generous heart and is too charitable to see defects in others.”

      Juliette thought, rather, that Douglas was too shatterbrained to see anything whatsoever. However, she was too intrigued to argue the point; when Lady Ralph Candlesby refused to speak ill of a person, his sins must be black indeed. But when she pressed her hostess for more information, that good lady only shook her head sadly.

      “You know I abhor gossip, my dear, so I will only say that Lord Barham has brought most of his misfortunes upon himself, and his poor father—well, Owlsthorne has risen above it, and I can only be truly thankful that my son is no such thing—although I’m sure I should never cast him off even if he were!”

      Juliette untangled this speech, then gazed wide-eyed at Lady Ralph. “But—good heavens, ma’am, do you mean that he is ‘Bad Barham’? His Grace of Owlsthorne’s son? However did Douglas make his acquaintance?”

      “It was in Town, of course—as if I hadn’t told Lord Ralph that no good would come of sending such an innocent boy up to Town alone. But heaven knows I don’t wish to keep him in leading-strings at his age!” Lady Ralph sighed heavily. “Little did I realize the dear boy’s natural high-mindedness would leave him prey to the most ineligible—it is obvious, my dear, that he cries out for a woman’s care—and meanwhile the Marquess of Barham is among us, and who knows what he may do?”

      Juliette’s glance flew, unbidden, across the room to where the Marquess of Barham was deep in conversation with Douglas Candlesby. As if he felt her gaze, Barham looked up and regarded her with that smile that hinted so disconcertingly of lazy warmth and strange delights. Furious with herself, Juliette jerked her chin in the air and turned her attention back to her hostess. Yes, Juliette knew very well what the Marquess of Barham might do.

      Anything.

      And it was exceedingly vexatious to find the thought so exciting.
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        * * *

      

      Jack, wryly conscious of Lady Ralph’s well-bred horror, had fully appreciated her strategic removal of temptation from his path. “So that’s the Devereaux heiress—and you won’t have her?” said Jack. “You astound me, Candlesby.”

      “She won’t have me, come to that,” Douglas said firmly. “As for why not, I’ve told you already—addresses you as if you were a public meeting and gives you the devil of a lecture. Too headstrong by half—galloping in the park—and that’s not the worst of it.”

      “I look forward to hearing every detail,” said Jack. “And if the worst isn’t her clothes, it should be. Why the devil is she dressed up like St. Audrey’s Fair?”

      “Dresses like a Cit puffing off her blunt,” Douglas agreed. “But can’t criticize a lady’s clothes—not the thing. She wouldn’t like it. None of my business, anyway.”

      “Well, someone should make it their business. It’s a shame to wrap a face like that in tinsel garlands. Christian charity alone demands the instant removal of Lady Juliette’s clothes—for the purest of motives, of course,” Jack finished smoothly.

      “Here, now, Barham…” Douglas began uncomfortably. “My profuse and insincere apologies,” said Jack. “But by heaven, purple satin and plumes⁠—!”

      “Not so loud!” Douglas begged. “Once she takes an idea in her head there’s nothing for it but she carries it out—and you, too, if you’re standing too near!”

      Jack looked over to Lady Juliette, her Dresden-delicate figure outraged by that hideous dress. At that moment she glanced towards him, her expression intrigued. Knowing what sort of scandalous gossip must have engendered that look, Jack smiled; Juliette ostentatiously turned her back. Jack raised his eyebrows. “I think it would be very amusing to give Lady Juliette ideas, Candlesby.”

      At this interesting juncture, however, Lord Ralph Candlesby arrived, bearing still more members of the house party with him in the pious hope they might all go in to dinner soon. His wife, their much-tried hostess, promptly rose to her feet and rushed to greet them, talking all the while. Lady Ralph’s air was that of one flustered and buffeted by circumstance, but gamely attempting to deal with harsh blows of uncertain fate. “Here you all are!” she exclaimed brightly. “Not to say that all for I’m sure I don’t know where he might be, Lady Juliette—and I’m sure we all know each other, but let me make you known to Mr. and Miss Gressingham, Lord Barham, for I am sure you will have a great deal in common!”

      The introduction of Miss Gressingham drove whatever questions Lady Ralph’s effusion might have raised from Juliette’s mind; Juliette put her fan to her lips and uttered a very faintly audible groan.

      Miss Jerusha Gressingham was the sole support and protection of her young and innocent brother Robert, as anyone unacquainted with her tragic story was sure to discover within a very few moments of making her acquaintance.

      Robert Gressingham was perhaps better-known in some circles as “Lightfoot Bobby,” due to his rather eccentric habit of taking to the rooftops when in his cups. This taste for steeplejacking had won him a certain amount of fame in London club-land, but its indulgence had done nothing to render more stable an already volatile and erratic temperament. Many people—even Mr. Bartholomew Rainford, that dedicated bachelor and arbiter of true elegance—had said that a good marriage would be the making of him, but it was unlikely that Lightfoot Bobby wished to be so made, and there was no one to compel him. Mr. Gressingham’s father, a dedicated soldier, had been carried off in the same Peninsular battle that took the life of his sister Jerusha’s betrothed; Mrs. Gressingham, who had followed her husband, was carried off soon after of the cholera.

      Miss Jerusha Gressingham, then aged twenty-four, had instantly abandoned all ambitions for herself and devoted herself to her young brother, discouraging all offers for her hand and heart so that she might make a home for him. It was difficult to remember now that Jerusha was only six years Robert’s senior, so firmly had she embraced the spinster state. Her glossy dark hair was pulled firmly back under unbecoming caps; now that her mourning, which had lasted a full two years, was long over she favored for her gowns a shade some wag had dubbed “Gressingham Green”—a trying shade of chartreuse that turned her slightly sallow complexion quite yellow. In fairness to Miss Gressingham, the color had been all the crack some eight seasons before; Miss Gressingham’s wardrobe, loyal, as was Miss Gressingham, to the past, was expensively and aggressively dowdy.

      Nothing could be more uplifting than the sight of Jerusha Gressingham’s devotion to her brother—and nothing safer than Jerusha herself—to an anxious mama wishful of filling a house party with a proper balance of ages and sexes without putting overmuch temptation before a wayward son. Thus Lady Ralph had reasoned when Douglas had proposed the inclusion of his great friend Bobs Gressingham. Lady Ralph had included both Gressinghams on her guest list with only a momentary pang over Jerusha’s decidedly Methodistic leanings.

      Never, however, had Lady Ralph expected to be actively grateful for Miss Gressingham’s presence. But with the Marquess of Barham looming among them in a fashion that—well! Lady Ralph was sure she didn’t know how to describe it—and the man hadn’t even dressed for dinner, which she was sure was understandable, but still—well, she was exceedingly thankful that she would have dear Jerusha’s undoubted virtue to help her bear up under this trial. So it was with a note of real relief that Lady Ralph greeted the new arrivals.

      “Oh, and here is dear Mr. Devereaux and dear Miss Fonthill,” Lady Ralph gushed on happily. “Now we may all perhaps be a little comfortable!”

      Juliette was first stunned, then appalled, to meet the eyes of her cousin Tony. Juliette instantly and correctly assessed the reason for Anthony’s presence. And to see him with Althea Fonthill, whom she had accounted her friend, on his arm—! The accusing look she sent the traitorous Althea was quite enough to make that damsel blush. Reckless of the proprieties, Juliette swept to Anthony’s side in the midst of the bustle of going in to dinner, cutting across Jerusha’s bow in much the same fashion that a racing yacht will outmaneuver a ship of state. The burning look Miss Gressingham directed at Juliette’s back was lost on no one but Juliette herself.

      “Tony! What are you doing here?” Juliette demanded in a preemptory undertone.

      Mr. Devereaux’s eyes widened slightly at the sight of Juliette’s toilette. “Why Anthony,” he said, “how lovely to see you again. Hello, Julie; I see you’re keeping—ahem!—well.”
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