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“Oh, I daresay I know why James sent
you here, Captain Amherst,”


Jonet snapped, swishing across the room as boldly as she dared. “What I begin to wonder is whether you do.”


Crossing her arms over her chest to keep her hands from visibly shaking, she turned her back to him and stared out the window. In her agitation, Jonet had given no thought to how rude and haughty such a gesture might appear. Amherst, however, seemed to have grasped it rather quickly. Almost at once, she was shocked to feel the heat of his hand on her shoulder, burning through the fabric of her gown. She whipped around to face him, a cruel reprimand dying on her lips.


Amherst’s face was so close she could see the insolent curve of his lip and the shadow of his beard beneath his skin. He was so tall she could feel the warmth of his breath across her forehead. Like a heavy shadow falling, the man loomed over her. Jonet could smell him now, his angry heat edged with nothing but a hint of soap as he pressed his fingers into her upper arm. His hands were powerful, and a little rough. A deep tremble ran through her, but whether it was outright fear or perverse lust, Jonet could not have said. One was as bad as the other.


Amherst leaned another inch nearer. “If I am as dangerous as you seem to believe, Lady Mercer,” he said in a soft, lethal undertone, “perhaps you ought not to turn your back on me whilst I’m in the room.”
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The golden Axe falls in Brook Street


At the advanced age of seven-and-fifty, Henry Rowland, the sixth Marquis of Mercer, was still a fine figure of a man. His broad shoulders bespoke power, his hooked nose revealed arrogance, and his tightly clenched fist showed an implacable resolve. But above all things, his lordship’s appearance proclaimed wealth, for the marquessate of Mercer was an exceedingly rich one. Had there been any doubt—and among the two men present there was none—the issue might easily have been settled by a sweeping glance at Mercer’s dinner attire, which gave every impression of having been sewn to his skin.


His lordship was a big man, too, standing—under normal circumstances—just under six feet, with a trim waist and calves that were still long and muscled. Dr. Greaves let his gaze slide down those legs, and ended by studying Mercer’s perfectly shod feet. As with everything else his lordship wore, the shoes were the best Bond Street had to offer, with soles that were barely scuffed. Dr. Greaves could plainly see that, given his unusual vantage point.


“Indeed! Fine figure of a man,” proclaimed the doctor in a solemn, carrying voice. Then, casting a furtive glance at the weeping woman in the adjoining sitting room, he poked out a tentative toe and gave Mercer a hearty shove with the tip of his boot.


As he had been throughout the whole of his life, his lordship was unyielding.


“Bloody rigor mortis setting in,” grumbled the plump, elderly doctor. “Dead at least two hours, I daresay.”


“Good God, Greaves,” hissed the magistrate at his elbow. “Devil take you and your bad back! Get down on that damned carpet and do something!”


The doctor quirked a thick gray eyebrow. “And what, pray, would you have me do, Mr. Lyons? Lord Mercer is quite dead, you may be sure.”


“Blister it, Greaves! I want him examined properly,” the magistrate retorted, dropping to his knees on the carpet and striving to look solicitous. For the fourth time in an hour, Lyons felt for a pulse and found nothing. “Just be sure,” he insisted, glancing up from the floor. “Be unerringly sure that Mercer has been sent on to his great reward by natural causes, or the Home Office will make certain that I see mine sooner than I’d be pleased to!”


With a heaving grunt, Greaves lumbered down onto his knees on the floor of Lord Mercer’s opulent bedchamber and began a routine examination of the well-dressed corpse. His heavy but confident hands flew, lifting this, prodding that, and checking his lordship’s body for any indication of the cause of death. Nothing. Just as he had expected.


“Heart failure,” he grunted, shifting his weight to rise.


“Be certain,” the magistrate cautioned again, his voice a lethal whisper. “Other than a recent bilious complaint, Mercer was in perfect health.”


“Do you say so?” Greaves scowled. “He bloody well isn’t now, is he?”


Lyons sat back on his haunches and let his shoulders sag. Murder in Mayfair. He could hear the patter of avaricious street hawkers as they peddled their headlines up and down. Wearily, he sighed. “Look here, Greaves. According to the valet, his lordship suffered only minor complaints. Not a bit of him gone to fat. No excessive use of alcohol or tobacco.”


“Excessive whoring mayhap,” muttered the doctor, his tone barely audible.


“What?”


With a grim smile, Greaves looked up. “There was a New Year’s Eve dinner here last night, did you not say? By chance, was the indefatigable Mrs. Lanier in attendance? Perhaps the poor devil finally fucked himself to death.”


“Lord, you are disgusting, Greaves! Besides, he’s on the floor.”


The doctor shrugged in the way of men who have lived long and seen much. “Mercer was not known to be overly discerning with regard to who, when, or where.”


“Look,” said Lyons, exasperated. “All I know is, according to the valet, there was one hell of a row downstairs last night—and loud enough for the watchman to hear when he passed by at eleven. And plenty of other witnesses, too. Wellborn witnesses, if you take my meaning.” He jerked his head toward the young couple seated together inside the sitting room, their heads leaned companionably together. “Care to hazard a guess as to what it might have been about?”


“Have you any proof?” asked Greaves, his attention suddenly engaged.


“Not precisely,” Lyons hedged. “Though I cannot help but wonder why Lord Delacourt is already here, consoling the grieving widow. The arrogant bastard showed up not five minutes after I did, behaving as though he already owned the place. Which I daresay he now has every hope of doing!”


“Do not be ridiculous, Lyons,” argued the doctor. “This house and everything in it now belongs to a nine-year-old child. Lord Stuart Rowland is the new Marquis of Mercer.”


“Hmph!” said Lyons, his gaze fixed upon the sitting room sofa. The lovely Lady Mercer chose just that moment to sob, loudly and deeply, as if her very life had ended. She then fell into Lord Delacourt’s embrace, her perfect nose pressed into his elegant lapel. “Just look at that, Greaves! For whom is this little charade enacted, eh? All of society knows she hated her husband.”


“Perhaps not without reason,” said the doctor softly. With a strong tug, he rolled the body over onto its side to check for some sort of exit wound. Not that one could expect any, when there was no entry wound. There was no wound of any sort. No blood. Not even so much as a good conk on the sconce from the force of his fall. Apparently, the marquis’s head was as hard as his heart had reputedly been.


“No wound, is there?”


Greaves shook his head. “None. Tell me, who else knows of this?” He let Mercer flop back gracelessly.


“I cannot say,” answered Lyons. “All of the household, certainly. According to the chambermaid, she came up at half past three to stir the fire, believing her master to be downstairs. A bit of a suspicious tale, that. In any event, she set off the hue and cry, and someone snared the watchman just as he was going off duty.”


Greaves pulled down Mercer’s lower lip and studied the color of his gums. “Hmm,” he said. “And then what did the watchman do? Touch anything? Move anything?”


Lyons looked at him in exasperation. “Good God, Greaves! The man was going off duty. What do you think he did? He dropped this muddle into the lap of the constable, who in turn sent for me. And here I am. Doing about as much good as either of those lack-wits would have done, I daresay.”


With his broad thumb, Greaves rolled back first one, and then the other eyelid, to study the pupils of the corpse, trying without much success to bestir a bit of sympathy. Still, the man was dead, and one could hardly ignore the fact. But Greaves could not see into the sitting room. He jerked his head in that direction. “Look, Lyons—what is Lady Mercer doing now?”


Lyons flicked an anxious glance through the half-open doorway and snorted. “Still hanging upon Lord Delacourt’s every word, so far as I can see. The blackguard still has hold of her hands. Both of them.”


“Then shut the door and let me examine the body further,” whispered the doctor, deftly stripping away Mercer’s cravat. “Pray God you are wrong, Lyons, but perhaps there is something more to this. There is an odd color about him which I cannot like. Mercer was the devil himself, may God rest his soul. Nonetheless, if it isn’t his heart, I suppose we must know the truth.”


“You may rest assured that everyone else will know it,” complained the magistrate bitterly, getting up to close the door which led into Lady Mercer’s sitting room. “I hold my job by patronage, and I damned well mean to keep it. And even as we dawdle here, some scullery maid or bootboy is already halfway to the Times with this nasty tale.”


“Yes, yes!” grumbled Greaves. “A little grisly excitement for the masses.”


“I don’t give a damn about the masses, Greaves. It is the Home Secretary who concerns me. He’ll have my head on a pike when he hears that a peer may have been murdered in my parish, and we do not know by whom, nor even how.” Lyons crossed the carpet toward Greaves, pausing briefly by his lordship’s cluttered dressing table. “Blast it, Mercer died of something, and I should prefer to know what it was before every rag in town gets hold of the news!”


“As should I, Mr. Lyons,” murmured the doctor, absently scratching his balding pate. “As should I.” When the magistrate made no further answer, Greaves crooked his head upward to look at him, noting as he did so the empty wineglass Lyons now held deftly between two fingers.


The magistrate held the glass aloft and stared through the ruby dregs, then hesitantly poked his nose into the mouth of the glass, inhaling deeply.


“What have you there?” grumbled the doctor, curiosity warring with irritation.


Lyons merely sniffed again, then squinted at the bowl, studying it intently. “Damned if I know, Greaves,” he muttered uneasily, his starkly intense gaze suddenly catching and holding the doctor’s. “Damned if I know.”
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A brave Officer is tactically Deployed


London’s spring weather was at its most seasonable, which merely meant it was both wet and chilly, when Captain Cole Amherst rolled up the collar on his heavy greatcoat and stepped out of his modest bachelor establishment in Red Lion Street. Mindful of having lived through worse, Amherst glanced up and down the busy lane, then stepped boldly down to join the rumbling wheels and spewing water as carts and carriages sped past. The air was thick with street smells; damp soot, warm horse manure, and the pervasive odor of too many people.


A few feet along, the footpath narrowed, and a man in a long drab coat pushed past Cole, his head bent to the rain, his hat sodden. Skillfully, Cole stepped over the ditch, which gurgled with filthy water, and was almost caught in the spray of a passing hackney coach. Jumping back onto the path, Cole briefly considered hailing the vehicle, then stubbornly reconsidered. Instead, he pulled his hat brim low, then set a brisk, westerly pace along the cobbled footpath, ignoring the blaze of pain in the newly knit bone of his left thigh.


The long walk to Mayfair, he resolved, would do him nothing but good. The rain did not let up, but it was less than two miles to Mount Street, and just a few short yards beyond lay the towering brick townhouse to which he had been so regally summoned. It often seemed to Amherst that he had been summoned just so—without regard to his preference or schedule—on a hundred other such occasions over the last twenty-odd years. But one thing had changed. He now came only out of familial duty, not fainthearted dread.


“Good evening, Captain,” said the young footman who greeted him at the door. “A fit night for neither man nor beast, is it, sir?”


“Evening, Findley.” Cole grinned, tossed the young man his sodden hat, then slid out of his coat. “Speaking of beasts, kindly tell my uncle that I await his pleasure.”
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The desk inside Lord James Rowland’s study was as wide as ever, its glossy surface stretching from his vast belly and rolling forward, seemingly into infinity. This effect was particularly disconcerting when one was a child and compelled to look at a great many things in life from a different angle.


Cole remembered it well, for he had spent a goodly portion of his youth staring across that desk while awaiting some moralizing lecture, or the assignment of some petty task his uncle wished to have done. It had been difficult to refuse James, when Cole knew that his uncle had been under no obligation to foster his wife’s orphaned nephew, and had done so only to allay her tears.


But Cole was no longer a child, and had long ago put away his childish things, along with most of his hopes and his dreams. The ingenuous boy who had passed the first eleven years of his life in a quiet Cambridgeshire vicarage was no more. Even the callow youth his aunt and uncle had helped raise was long dead. And now, Cole could barely remember the gentleman and scholar that the youth had eventually become. There were few memories, Cole had found, which were worth clinging to.


Now, at the age of four-and-thirty, Cole was just a soldier. He liked the simplicity of it, liked being able to see clearly his path through life. There were no instructors, no vicars, no uncles to be pleased. Now, he served only the officers above him and took care of those few soldiers below whom fate had entrusted into his care. What few hard lessons the rigors of military training had failed to teach him, the cruelty of battle had inculcated. Cole felt as if his naïveté had been tempered in the fires of hell and had come out as something much stronger. Pragmatism, perhaps?


But the war was over. Now that he had returned to England, Cole opened his uncle’s rather dictatorial messages only when it suited him to do so, presented himself in Mount Street if he had the time, and appeased the old man if it pleased him to. Although in truth his uncle was not an old man—he merely chose to behave like one. What was he now? Perhaps five-and-fifty? It was hard to be certain, for like well-aged firewood, James Rowland had long ago been seasoned—but by presupposed duty, supreme haughtiness, and moral superiority rather than wind and weather.


Abruptly, as if determined to throw off the insult of age, Lord James Rowland leapt from his desk and began to pace. He stopped briefly, just long enough to seize a paper from his desk and shove it into Cole’s hands. “Damn it, Cole! Just look at that, if you please! How dare she? I ask you, how dare she?”


“Who, my lord?” murmured Cole, quickly scanning the advertisement. His eyes caught on a few words. Established household . . . Mayfair . . . seeks highly educated tutor . . . two young gentlemen, aged nine and seven . . . philosophy, Greek, mathematics . . .


Lord James drew up behind him and thrust a jabbing finger over Cole’s shoulder. “My Scottish whore of a sister-in-law, that is who!” He tapped at the paper, very nearly ripping it from Cole’s grasp. “That—that murderess thinks to subvert my authority. She has returned from her flight to Scotland—she and that insolent cicisbeo of hers—and now has had the audacity to dismiss every good English servant in that house.” The jabbing finger shot toward the north end of town.


“Uncle, I hardly think ‘murderess’ is a fair desc—”


James cut him off, slamming his palm onto the desktop and sending a quill sailing, unnoticed, into the floor. “She has cast off good family retainers like an old coat—turned them off with nothing, belike—then fetched down two carriageloads of her own servants! Hauled them all the way from the Highlands like so many sheep, mind you! And fixed them in Brook Street as if she owns the bloody place! And now—look here!”


Cole lifted his brows in mild curiosity. “What?”


James jabbed at the paper again. “She means to employ a tutor, and deny me my right to see that his young lordship is properly educated. Upon my word, Cole, I’ll not have it! The titular head of this family must be suitably schooled. And it cannot be done without my advice and concurrence, for I am the trustee and guardian of both those children.”


Cole swallowed back a wave of bile at his uncle’s words. So it was a “proper education” that James sought for his wards. Did he, perhaps, wish to see the young lords ensconced as lowly Collegers, as Cole himself had been? Was that still James’s preferred method of fulfilling his family duty? To cart sheltered boys off to the cold beds and sparse tables of Eton, where they might subsist on scholarship, and survive by their fists?


Cole trembled with anger at the prospect. But it was none of his business. He had survived it. And so would they. “I take it we are discussing Lady Mercer?” he dryly replied, bending over to retrieve his uncle’s quill.


“Bloody well right we are,” answered Lord James, his voice stern. “And that is why I have called you here, Cole. I require your assistance.”


His assistance? Oh no. He would not back a bird in this mess of a cockfight. He wanted nothing to do with the Rowland family. The young Marquis of Mercer meant nothing to him. Cole was merely related to the family by marriage, a fact his cousin Edmund Rowland had always been quick to point out, since it was crucial that the dynasty keep their lessers in their proper places. Well, fine! Then why must he suffer through an account of the machinations of Lady Mercer?


Her husband’s suspicious death had nothing to do with Captain Cole Amherst. Lord Mercer’s lovely young widow might be Lucrezia Borgia for all he knew—or cared. Certainly many people held her in about that much esteem. And while they had liked her late husband even less, in death there was always veneration, no matter how wicked or deceitful the deceased had been in life. Yes, Lady Mercer’s life was probably a living hell, but Cole needed to know nothing further of it.


“I am afraid, my lord, that I can be of no help to you,” Cole said coolly. “I do not know the lady, and one cannot presume to advise—”


“Quite right!” interjected his uncle sharply. “I need no advice! I daresay I know my duty to the orphans of this family, sir. You, above all people, ought to know that perfectly well.”


Duty. Orphan. Such ugly, dreary words, and yet they summed up the whole of his uncle’s commitment to him. He could almost see young Lord Mercer and his brother being locked up in the Long Chamber of Eton now. Cole bit back a hasty retort. “With all due respect, uncle, these children are hardly orphans. Their mother yet lives, and shares guardianship with you, I believe?”


“Yes,” Lord James hissed. “Though what Mercer meant by appointing us jointly defies all logic! That woman—of all people!”


Inwardly, Cole had to laugh. He rather suspected that Lord Mercer had known better than to circumvent his wife’s parental authority altogether. From what Cole had heard, her ladyship was capable of flying in the face of any authority or command. Indeed, the woman whom half the ton referred to as the Sorceress of Strathclyde was reputedly capable of anything. Had the provisions of her dead husband’s will displeased her, she would simply have set her pack of slavering solicitors at James’s throat.


But quite probably the lady would have lost, for despite her own Scottish title and her status as the dowager marchioness, the patriarch supremacy of English law died a hard, slow death. But from all that Cole had heard, Lady Mercer—or Lady Kildermore as she would otherwise have been called—had seemingly forgotten St. Peter’s admonition about women being the weaker vessel and having a meek and quiet spirit.


At that recollection, grief stabbed Cole, piercing his armor to remind him of Rachel. How different the two women must have been. Unlike Lady Mercer, Cole’s wife had been the embodiment of all the Bible’s teachings. Was that not a part of why he had married her?


At the time, she had seemed the perfect wife for a religious scholar, for a man destined to enter the church, as his father before him had done. Yes, like Uncle James, Rachel had known her duty quite thoroughly. Perhaps it was that very devotion to duty, Rachel’s own meek and quiet spirit, which had been the end of her. Or perhaps it had simply been Cole’s callous disregard for her welfare.


Shifting uneasily in his mahogany armchair, Cole shook off the memories of his dead wife. It should have been harder to do. What he had done should have haunted him, but most of the memories were so deeply buried that he was not sure if it did. He forced his attention to return to his uncle, who was still pacing across the red and gold carpet, and ranting to the rafters.


Suddenly, Lord James wheeled on him, standing to one side of the desk, his feet set stubbornly apart. One fist now clutched the advertisement. “You remain on half-pay?” The question was blunt.


Cole inclined his head slightly. “At present,” he acknowledged.


“And what then?”


“When my leg is fully healed, I will rotate to garrison duty.” Cole shot his uncle a wry smile. “By autumn, I’ll be posted to Afghanistan. Malta or the Indies if I am among the more fortunate.”


Lord James resumed his pacing for a time. At last, he spoke again. “Good. Then we have a little time.”


“I beg your pardon?”


But Lord James did not respond. Instead, he seemed to collapse into his desk chair, looking suddenly pale and drawn. He cleared his throat sonorously. “Look here, Cole—it is like this. I simply cannot bend her to my will.” He said it quietly, as if it shamed him to confess such a failing. “I have done my damnedest. Lady Mercer will not even receive me. Not unless I insist upon consulting her in regard to the children, and then her solicitors must be present. Can you imagine such audacity?”


Cole felt a grin tug at his mouth. “Shocking, my lord,” he managed to reply.


As if pleased by his nephew’s sympathy, James nodded, then continued. “She has spent the months since my brother’s murder hiding out at Kildermore Castle, a cold, godforsaken place hanging off a cliff over the Firth of Clyde. I was powerless—indeed, our legal system is apparently powerless—to stop her. Curse her impudence! She poisons her own husband, and it would seem she has gotten away with it. Nothing can be proven. Not only is she an adulteress, she is a murderess, and now, she thinks to undermine my authority over her children!” James shook his head until his jaws flapped. “I tell you, Cole, I greatly resent it.”


All you resent, thought Cole sardonically, is that the awe-inspiring family title is not now yours. But wisely, he held his tongue. Lord James reared back in his chair and rested his hands atop his paunch. “I simply must have someone inside that house, Cole,” he muttered.


Briefly, Cole considered the point. He personally knew at least two hundred good soldiers who were without work since the war’s end. Several had the makings of a good spy, but he was loath to pitch anyone into the viper’s pit which passed for the Rowland family. “You require an investigator, do you not?” he mused. “To discover what happened to your brother?”


Quickly, his uncle shook his head. “No, no. Too late for that! What I require is someone to watch her. I will have my nephew, Cole. It is in young Lord Mercer’s best interest, because his mother is unfit to raise him.”


“Is she indeed?” asked Cole softly, his tone hinting at doubt.


James swore violently under his breath. “Why, she drives men mad with lust!” he insisted. “Indeed, that besotted, brazen Delacourt practically lives under her roof now! And one has only to look at that younger boy to plainly see that he is no child of my brother’s, though I suppose one cannot prove it.”


“What, precisely, do you want, Uncle James?” asked Cole very softly.


“I want her every move watched with utmost care. I want her every indiscretion, her every temper tantrum, and indeed, her every movement documented.” James pounded his fist upon the desk for emphasis. “And I want those boys properly educated, until such time as I can get them out of that house, and into this one. Or at minimum, enrolled in a decent school.”


Cole felt a moment of concern on behalf of Lady Mercer, for James’s ruthless determination was apparent. And had his uncle’s concern been less personally motivated, Cole might have agreed with his assessment. From what little Cole knew of her ladyship, it was quite possible that she was not fit to parent her sons. Even he, a man who had no interest in the beau monde, had heard the whispered rumors of her lovers and of her husband’s apparent murder.


Indeed, the tale about Lord Mercer’s death was rather more than a rumor, for poison had been mentioned at the inquest. And her ladyship’s rather obvious affection for David Branthwaite, Lord Delacourt, was the talk of the ton. Their relationship had begun long before Mercer’s death and had continued unabated. Fleetingly, Cole felt sorry for the children, then just as quickly squashed that notion, too. None of it was his concern. No one had felt sorry for him when he had been left in similar straits—nor had he wished them to, he inwardly insisted.


Cole looked up at his uncle and spread open his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “I see your predicament, my lord. I wish I could be of some service, but this is clearly no matter for a military man.”


“You misunderstand me, Cole. What I want is a tutor.”


“A tutor?” Cole lifted his brows inquiringly.


“Good God, Cole!” James laid his palms flat upon the glossy desktop and leaned halfway across it. “How plain must I make my meaning? I want you to answer Lady Mercer’s posting. I want you to apply to her in Brook Street. And who could be more qualified? You are a brilliant scholar.”


Cole drew back in his chair. “Absolutely not.”


“Cole, please understand. If you cannot do this for me, think of young Lord Mercer. He is left at the mercy of that—that harridan. The child is your cousin, for pity’s sake.”


“I am sorry to disabuse you, my lord—but neither of those children is any kin of mine.”


Lord James’s breath seized, as if he had been stabbed in the back. His dark eyes narrowed. “After all this family has done for you, Cole, you cannot know how those words wound me. These boys are mere babes. How can you be so selfish, when you have had the advantage of the best schools? Eton, Cambridge, King’s College, for God’s sake! Your academic achievements are nothing less than stellar. Moreover, you have a vast deal of experience in educating young men of good families.”


“I am now a cavalry officer, sir. A return to teaching is utterly out of the question. I am no longer fit to be a companion to young men of good families. And more to the point, Lady Mercer would never agree.”


“Cole, sometimes I despair of you, my boy! I truly do! You must not tell Lady Mercer who you are! It has been ten years or better since you met her—and in any case, I cannot imagine she would have troubled herself to remember you. Besides, war has aged and hardened you a bit.”


Oblivious to the insults he had just leveled, James held out his hands as if the matter were settled, and only the details wanted ironing out. “We shall dissemble your credentials just enough to explain away your years in the army,” he continued. “And of course, I shall make certain that your references can be verified—”


“It is out of the question, my lord,” Cole interjected. He rose abruptly to his feet, pulling out his father’s gold watch as he did so. “I regret that I must take leave of you, sir. I am engaged to dine at my club with Captain Madlow at half past.”


James jerked his impressive girth from the chair and circled around the desk. “Cole, you owe me this. Far be it from me to remind you of all that I have done for you, but look at the facts—”


Cole threw up a hand to forestall his uncle. “The only fact which matters to me is that you propose to do something deceitful. I must assume that your usual good judgement has been exhausted by your concern for the children. Were it otherwise, I am persuaded you would never propose such a thing.”


“Cole, Cole!” James let his face fall forward into his thick fingers. “Have you no gratitude?”


“Yes, my lord. I am exceedingly grateful. And yes, I do care about the innocence of children. God knows I lost my own innocence rather too soon. I am sorry that my—my cousins have lost their father under such unfortunate circumstances. But I do not choose to teach again, and I shan’t be wheedled into misrepresenting who and what I am.”


Suddenly, the door to his uncle’s study drew open with such force that the candles upon the desk very nearly guttered out.


“Upon my word, it is Cousin Cole!” said a deep, overly polished voice from the doorway. “What a delight.” His cousin Edmund Rowland strolled casually toward the desk, his hand extended limply in greeting. “Father failed to mention your coming, dear boy. Are you to dine with us?”


Cole stared down his nose at his uncle’s dandified son. “No, Edmund. I thank you, but I am otherwise engaged.”


“Yes, well!” Edmund gave a neat little tug on his shirt cuffs. “I am sure you must be exceedingly busy, what with your . . . well, with whatever it is you military fellows do when there are no infidels in want of killing!” He laughed uproariously.


“Oh, shut up, Edmund,” said James on a resigned sigh. “And sit down if you plan to stay. Cole and I are discussing what is to be done with Lady Mercer.”


Edmund’s thin, black brows flew up at that. “Oh, dear Cousin Jonet! Why, I know perfectly well what I should like to do with such a lively wench as she.” He beamed insinuatingly, showing his perfect white teeth, then slid into the chair next to Cole.


James hissed aloud. “The children, you dolt! What is to be done with her children!”


“Why I hardly think I care, Father.” Edmund turned a sarcastically inquiring glance upon his sire. “Indeed, I find the lot of them rather inconvenient. Do not you? Two small boys standing in the way of all that wealth and power? Tsk, tsk! Damned inconvenient—that is what my lady wife says.” He looked at Cole, flicking his gaze up and down, then settled on Cole’s red and gold regimentals. “Though what business it is of yours, Cousin, I cannot begin to imagine.”


“Precisely my point,” said Cole, trying to keep the muscle in his jaw from twitching. He stood, still half turned toward the door, and yet suddenly hesitant to leave. He wanted to leave, did he not? Setting aside his uncle’s insulting request, Cole avoided being in the same room with Edmund whenever possible. Still, something in his cousin’s snide tone held Cole’s boots fast to the carpet. Just what it was, he could not say. Edmund was always malicious.


“I have asked Cole to go to Brook Street as tutor to Stuart and Robert,” said James impatiently. “We are discussing the particulars.”


Edmund barked with laughter. “Half-pay caught you a bit short, old boy? I would be better pleased to go to the devil myself. I can hardly envision your return to academia, but then, one must earn one’s crust, and the war does indeed seem to have ended.”


“I shall go to Brook Street tomorrow,” said Cole abruptly, turning to hold his uncle’s stunned gaze. It seemed as if the words were spoken by someone else, and yet they tumbled forth with perfect clarity. “I shall wait upon Lady Mercer at three, if that is convenient to her schedule. You will send word of my purpose in coming, and ask her permission for me to do so. You will explain to her my credentials—including my military service.”


“I—yes, I suppose . . . ,” answered James with uncharacteristic docility.


Cole crossed his arms over his chest. “Moreover, Uncle, it is your burden to persuade her to accept me, for I shall not bully her. Nor shall I lie. Nor shall I spy for you. Is that understood?”


“I—well, I do not know.” James slid a beefy hand down his face. “I am gravely concerned . . . about the children.”


Suddenly, Edmund leapt from his chair. “Why, what nonsense! You cannot send him! Cole has no business in this! None whatsoever.”


Cole ignored his cousin, focusing his full attention on his uncle’s increasingly florid visage. “I shall see to the children, my lord. Rest assured that I shall have only their best interests at heart. That is your concern, is it not?”


He waited for his uncle’s reluctant nod before continuing. “Should I observe anything which is inappropriate, unsafe, or unseemly, I will discuss it with both you and Lady Mercer at once.”


“Discuss it with her?”


Cole would not be swayed. “That is only fair, do not you agree, since you hold joint guardianship?”


James scratched his jaw hesitantly. “Cole, I am not perfectly sure that will serve . . .”


Cole went to the door and laid his hand upon the brass handle. “I realize, my lord, that this is not quite what you wanted, and I am sorry for it. This is all I have to offer. Consider it until tomorrow morning, and if you can think of someone who can better do the job, I shall be all gratitude.”


Cole was halfway down the steps in the pouring rain when he realized he had walked right past Findley, who had been holding his coat and hat. As if to remind him of his folly, a cold drop of water trickled off his hair and slithered behind the facing of his collar, sending a shiver down his spine.


Now, what the devil had he just done? And why? Cole turned around to run back up the steps, wondering if perhaps he had taken grapeshot to the head instead of the leg.


The sun had barely risen over Mayfair when an urgent knock sounded upon the door to Lady Mercer’s private parlor, a small but elegantly appointed sitting room which connected her bedchamber to that of her late husband. For a moment, Lady Mercer did not respond, so engaged was she in staring over her writing desk and through the window into the quiet street below. Lightly, she laid a finger to her lips, then took up her quill once more. The knock came again, heavier this time.


Lady Mercer sighed deeply. Apparently, there would be no escape into solitude today. “Come in,” she finally said, pushing back her chair and standing.


Her butler entered, wavered uncertainly in the door, then hastened forward, a small silver salver extended. “A message, milady,” said Donaldson in his faint Scots accent. “I asked that the boy wait belowstairs, should y’wish tae send a reply.”


Jonet Cameron Rowland, Marchioness of Mercer, Countess of Kildermore, Viscountess of Ledgewood and Baroness Carrow and Dunteith, inhaled sharply. “From whom?”


Donaldson watched her sympathetically. “I regret tae say ’tis Lord James again, milady.”


Lady Mercer snatched the note from the salver. “You say his servant waits?” she asked darkly.


“Aye, but in the kitchens!” Donaldson threw up his hands, palms out. “Cook will’na let him from her sight, she swears it.”


With a terse nod, Lady Mercer went to her desk and took up a heavy gold paperknife, delicately carved into the Celtic cross of her ancestors. With a flick of her wrist, her ladyship laid open the letter and held it across the palm of her hand as her eyes darted over it.


She was a willowy, delicately boned lady, with hair as black and slick as a raven’s wing. In her girlhood, she had been considered a great beauty, but age and experience had stripped much of the vivacity from her face, leaving in its place an intense, almost cold, wariness. One could see it in the wide, expressive blue eyes, which were quick to narrow, and in her full, mobile mouth, which was more often than not drawn into implacable lines.


Lady Mercer’s gaze was steady and certain, and capable of pinning a careless servant to the wall like the hurl of a corsair’s blade. Moreover, her wit was as quick as her temper, and she did not suffer fools—gladly or otherwise. After two children and eight-and-twenty years, Lady Mercer still had a figure to turn a man’s head, while her cutting expression could just as quickly snap it back again, should she wish it. With her patrician forehead, elegant cheekbones, and fair, flawless skin, she looked every inch the Gāidhealach aristocrat, and she was.


There were many who thought Lady Mercer proud, brash, and volatile, and of late, a few had callously added the term cold-blooded to her emotional repertoire. Whatever she was, she was much as life had made her, but by virtue of their many years of close companionship, Donaldson was also aware of a few things which were not commonly known of his mistress. That she could be generous to a fault and unfailingly devoted to those whom she trusted.


Woe betide her enemies, but those whom she loved, she loved deeply and faithfully. All of this despite a life that was very different from the one that she had wished for.


Donaldson stood stoically to one side, watching as the dull black bombazine of Lady Mercer’s skirt began to tremble. At once, her eyes began to blink spasmodically and her knuckles went white. Across her hand, the letter began to quiver. Tension thrummed through the parlor like a gathering storm.


Prudently recollecting that one word—volatile—the butler narrowed one eye and drew back incrementally as her ladyship hissed like a cornered cat, seized up her inkhorn, and hurled it viciously against the hearthstone with a bloodcurdling scream.


“Roast in hell, you black-hearted bastard!” she exploded, dark ink splattering up the pale pink marble of the mantel.


“Milady!” Donaldson laid a gentle, steadying hand upon her trembling forearm. “God in heaven, what now?” Gently, he dragged her toward the small sofa near the fireplace and urged her down.


Lady Mercer sank onto the proffered seat and handed the letter to him. With eyes that were momentarily horrified, she looked up at him. “A tutor, Charlie,” she whispered, her voice suddenly breaking. “He sends a tutor for my children! He shall force his way into this home by whatever means possible. What are we to do?”


Charles Donaldson went down onto one knee beside her and skimmed the letter. “I think . . . I think, milady, that we can fight this.” The young Scotsman looked up to hold her troubled gaze. “Shall I send a footman tae fetch McFadden? Or one of the other solicitors?”


Lady Mercer swallowed. “I do not know,” she admitted wearily. “I am sick to death of all this bickering! I advertised for a tutor, and heaven knows the boys need one. We cannot go on as we are, acting as if life as we knew it has ended.”


“Aye, but sich a one would be a stranger tae us, Lady Jonet,” he softly cautioned, reverting to her old name. “What d’we know of this man?”


“Nothing good,” she answered grimly. “James is sending a snake into our midst. Depend upon it.”


“Shall I have the footmen send him packing then, milady?” inquired the butler. “It says he’s tae come at three o’clock.”


Lady Mercer grasped the letter in both hands, crushing it to her lap in obvious frustration. “No, don’t send him away, Charlie.” She rallied again, just as she always did, stiffening her spine and pulling back her narrow shoulders. Her deep voice returned to normal, with its hard edge and faint burr. “Undoubtedly he is nothing more than one of James’s henchmen, and therefore only minimally qualified. Once I have met the fellow, perhaps I can unearth some shortcoming, and find a better candidate. Even James cannot argue with that.”


“Verra good, milady.” Smoothly, Donaldson stood. “You look a wee bit drained. May I send Miss Cameron to attend you?”


Her lips tightly compressed, Lady Mercer stood and shook her head. “No, I thank you. Cousin Ellen cannot understand me when I am blue-deviled. I’ll do naught but distress her, and you know that as well as I.”


“Aye, milady.” Donaldson could not help but smile. “Ye might at that.”
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As was his custom, Cole rose at dawn to throw on his clothes and saddle his horse for a long morning ride. Shunning the more fashionable environs of town, he ignored Hyde Park and everything in between, riding north instead, up Gray’s Inn Road and into the countryside. On this particular day, he pushed his horse hard for almost an hour, turning toward home only when the need for breakfast compelled him to do so.


Despite Cole’s admittedly academic bent, he had always done his most serious thinking from the back of a horse. Today it was not working. Halfway through St. Pancras, with all of London now stirring about him, Cole still had no notion why he had agreed to his uncle’s mad, self-serving scheme. What had he been thinking? Just what did he hope to achieve?


Oh, matters were a bit dull within the army just now, it was true. But there were things to do. His club in Albemarle Street, the two or three academic societies to which he still belonged, and an occasional trip to the War Office to chat up old friends. Reading his scientific journals, writing letters to inquire into the welfare of his former men, and every evening, a little drinking in the local public house, which was filled at night by an eclectic mix of actors, students, and poets, along with a great many men such as himself, old soldiers with too much time to spare.


Well—! The truth always slipped out in the end, did it not? The fact was, Cole was just dead bored with his life. After hobbling about Paris for three months, making minimal contributions to the peace effort, he had returned at last to London—how long ago? Seven months? He counted on his fingers. Yes, and damned dull months they had been, too.


His splintered thigh was solid once again, and the few shards of metal which were destined to work their way out had long since done so. Cole knew he was fortunate to have broken the bone in a fall from his horse, and that the grapeshot had been glancing and secondary. Better men than he had lost a leg to amputation. Almost a year later, only a few scars and the occasional ache remained.


And now, he no longer had any excuse to avoid going home. Home to Cambridgeshire. Home to Elmwood Manor, the estate he had not seen since leaving England before the war. As manor houses went, it was hardly a grand place. It appeared to be early Georgian, with two small but well-balanced wings, but from the rear gardens, one could see a goodly portion of the original Tudor structure. Long ago, perhaps in his great-great-grandfather’s day, Elmwood had been a vicarage. Indeed, it was still referred to as such by the villagers, because for a hundred years or better, even after the house itself had been sold by the church, someone within the walls of Elmwood had served them as vicar of Saint Ann’s. But no longer.


That was yet another of life’s crossroads which Cole had managed to circumnavigate. For a time after leaving his position at Cambridge, he had acted as curate, with every good intention of stepping into the pulpit at some future date. But in the end, he had chosen muscular Christianity over the more pastoral sort, and had resolutely beaten his plowshare into a sword.


Cole still was not perfectly sure why he had done it. He knew only that he had felt driven to join the army; driven toward war by an emotion he could not name. Patriotism, he had called it at the time. Certainly, he had not done it for financial gain. His officer’s commission had been expensive, and he had had a wife at home for whom to provide. And although Cole was far from being a rich man, his mother’s marriage settlements had provided him a steady income upon his twenty-fifth birthday and his father had left him Elmwood Manor.


Elmwood consisted of a small home farm and five tenant properties, whose holders tilled the same land their fathers and grandfathers had before them. Since the war, Cole had taken the unheard-of step of leasing the whole of it, parceling the home acreage into fifths, and giving it over to his trusted tenants. The manor, for all practical purposes, now ran itself.


Three months past, unable to reconcile himself to the thought of going home, he had sent along Moseby, his orderly, to look things over. All was well, according to Moseby’s infrequent reports. Cole’s plan to follow shortly thereafter had come to naught. And now, he had to admit to himself that he had no wish to return.


Cole spent the remainder of the morning at his club, taking a late, leisurely breakfast and debating with his cronies the state of the empire’s residual military strength. But as always, Cole came away a little empty, finding himself unable to fully savor the morning despite the intellectual stimulation it afforded him. Such occasions merely served as a poignant reminder of those men who had been left in the ditches of Portugal. Good officers and valiant men who would never again argue field strategy, never again take up arms for their king.


Other men seemed to accept such things more readily, and Cole often suspected that his scholarly devotion to religion and philosophy had left him singularly unsuited for an officer’s life—or at least unsuited to the aftermath of such a life.


Eventually, Cole returned to his rooms to catch up on correspondence, and then, with unerring care, he shaved and dressed for his meeting with Lady Mercer. He was half reluctant, and yet more than a little curious, to meet the lady once again after all these years. Although Cole was certain she would not remember him. No, she would not. Would she?


He presented himself in Brook Street, only to find that he had arrived a quarter hour early. Cautioning himself that it would not do to wait upon the marchioness betimes, Cole resolved to spend his excess energy in pacing further up the street, then turning the corner to stroll through the mews behind. Like any good military man, he reconnoitered the establishment from all angles as he went.


It was a typical Mayfair townhouse, though somewhat larger than most. Four rows of deep windows across the front, a service entrance below the ground floor, a narrow, well-shaded backyard with an elegant garden, and a row of fourth-floor servant’s dormers in the rear. Opposite the yard lay the mews. The quarters could probably house two carriages and provide accommodations for another half dozen servants.


On this side of the alley, no one stirred. But in the back garden, a servant lingered, a huge, red-haired fellow, who was rather aimlessly hoeing about in a freshly turned flowerbed, seemingly unaware that he had just trod across a swath of spring daffodils. At Cole’s approach, the man tensed and lifted his eyes to stare malevolently across the low fence at him. The message was clear. Cole touched his hat respectfully and moved on past the garden gate. Lady Mercer’s servants, it would appear, were not the sociable sort.
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“Psst, Stuart!” In a sunny shaft of dust motes, Lord Robert Rowland stood, tugging plaintively upon his elder brother’s coattail, nearly yanking him off the crate on which he perched. Precariously balanced on his knees, Stuart, Lord Mercer, shook off his pesky young sibling, then stretched up to meet the high attic window, peering out over the dusty sill.


“Quit jerking, Robin!” he cautioned his brother, looking down from the crate over one shoulder. “If you make me fall, Nanna shall hear it, and we’ll both be put to bed without supper!”


Standing on tiptoes, Robert pulled a pitiful face. “But what’s that fellow in the mews doing now, Stuart? Let me up! Let me up! I want to see, too!”


Stuart turned back to the window. “He’s just walking around the back.” The boy grunted a little as he tried to scrub the grime from the glass with his coat sleeve.


“Hey, Stuart, d’you think he might be a spy?” asked Robert eagerly. “D’you reckon he’s the fellow who poisoned Papa? Perhaps we could trap him and catch him, if he’s the one.”


Stuart looked down with a scowl. “Shut up, dolt! We’re not to know about that! And this fellow in our mews is an army officer, I told you already. They just shoot the enemy. They don’t have time to go about poisoning folks in their bedchambers.”


But Robert was desperate for a little excitement. “Well, can you tell if he’s spying on us? Maybe that’s what he’s up to?”


“He’s snooping a bit, but he isn’t spying!” reported Stuart from his perch. He leaned closer to the window. “Anyway, I don’t think he’s the fellow who’s to come this afternoon. Not wearing those fancy regimentals.”


“What regiment is he from?” asked Robert enthusiastically, trying harder to scrabble up beside his brother.


Stuart hesitated, and Robert knew why. The sighting and identification of all things military was a source of constant dissent between the boys. And despite his being the younger, Robert accounted himself more of an expert in the field. His collection of toy soldiers was vast, much loved, and intently studied.


“Umm . . . ,” Stuart hesitated. “Life Guards.”


At last, the smaller boy succeeded in scrambling up and squeezing into the dormer with his brother. He sighed sharply. “Oh, Stuart, you are an ejit and that’s a fact! That fellow there is a Royal Dragoon.” Robert pronounced the words with the same awe one might reserve for the heavenly host.


“Is not,” retorted Stuart, clearly affronted.


“Is too!” insisted the younger boy. “And that’s what I call a proper coat, too! D’you see any cheap brass buttons stuck all over it? No. And the trousers, Stuart! They are not at all the same.”


“Oh, it’s Life Guards and I know it,” insisted his lordship haughtily.


“Oh, Stuart! You are such a—a—” Lord Robert groped desperately for the new phrase he’d overheard in the stables yesterday afternoon. “A horse’s arse!” he bellowed triumphantly.


“Am not!” answered Stuart. “And you are just a—a dog turd. A scrappy little dried-up dog turd.”


“No, I’m not!” wailed Robert, outraged.


His brother narrowed his eyes. “Are too!”


“Horse’s arse!”


“Dog turd!”


“Horse’s arse!”


“Dog tur—yowch!”


Abruptly, a meaty fist reached out and dragged his most noble lordship rudely backward off his perch. “Aye, an’ just what d’ye think yer aboot, my fine fellow?”


“Nanna!” cried the boys in unison.


“Doon’t ‘Nanna’ me, my laddies,” the plump old nurse said grimly, grabbing up Robert in the other hand and giving him a little shake. “ ’Tis no good yer up to, plain enough. Now, doon the stairs, w’the both of you, and we’ll see if there’s tae be any supper.”
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After long years, How should I greet Thee?


Perhaps it would have eased Cole’s mind had he known that his visit to the tall brick townhouse in Brook Street was as unwelcome an event from within as it was from without. But he did not know it, and as he laid his hand upon the cold brass knocker at precisely two minutes before the appointed hour, his faint curiosity began to give way to a grave sense of uncertainty, which was further heightened by the hollow echo of the knocker dropping onto the wood.


After a long moment, the door swung noiselessly open to reveal not one but a pair of ruddy-faced footmen, and not the tall, handsome sort of fellows that one would normally associate with the finer homes of London. The decidedly elegant gray and maroon livery aside, it appeared that the Marchioness of Mercer employed a couple of former pugilists as household servants.


“Aye, wot ’cher want?” grumbled the first, his language a dead giveaway. Apparently, Lady Mercer really didn’t give a damn about who opened her fine front door. Strangely enough, Cole’s assessment of the lady went up a notch.


With military precision, Cole whipped out his card. “Captain Amherst to see her ladyship,” he announced, shifting his weight forward to step into the hall.


“Aye, ’old up just a bloomin’ minute, gov’!” said the other, planting a handful of beefy fingertips in the middle of Cole’s chest. The footman glanced to his right where his sparring partner stood, squinting at Cole’s card. Together, they looked it over, silently mouthing the words. “Cap’n Am-Erst, eh?”


“Yes, and I believe I am expected,” said Cole, striving to keep a straight face. “You might just drop that card onto a little tray, take it up to her ladyship, and put an end to your troubles.”


“Oh, our troubles, is it?” The footman with the card flicked a rather suspicious look up at Cole. “An’ just wot would yer be knowin’ about ’em, sir?”


Cole glanced back and forth between them, more than a little confused. The second pugilist seized upon his hesitation. “No soldiers s’pected,” he announced, moving as if to shut the door in Cole’s face. “An’ the ’ouse is still in mourning.”


Cole should have been relieved by their refusal to admit him. In fact, at that very moment, had he possessed one grain of sense, he would have accounted himself the most fortunate of men, turned on his heel, walked right back down to Pall Mall, and gotten himself cheerfully drunk. Unfortunately, there was just enough muscular Christianity left in him to resent the affront to his dignity.


“I am expected,” he insisted, in the tone of a man who was accustomed to seeing soldiers snap to his command. “I come at the behest of Lord James Rowland to wait upon Lady Mercer. Now if you would be so good as to take my card and go up those stairs with it, I am sure all will be revealed to you!”


Invoking James’s name was a dreadful error. Eyes bulging, both men shifted their weight forward onto the balls of their feet, but Cole was saved from an almost certain death—or at least severe dental damage—by the sudden appearance of a tall young man in butler’s garb.


“Why, here now!” he said in a light brogue. “What’s all this trooble?”


“Gent ’ere says he’s to see ’er lay’ship, Donaldson,” answered the first footman a bit defensively. “I tole him she weren’t receivin’ but I reckon ’e finks ’e can stroll on in.”


“Right,” the second footman chimed in. “Claims ter be another o’ that Lord James’s chaps wot keeps coming ’round ter bother ’er la’yship.”


Donaldson’s eyes skimmed down Cole’s length, mild surprise lighting his expressive blue eyes. “Gads!” he said softly. “Are you Amherst?”
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Despite the fact that for the first eighteen years of her life Lady Mercer had been an innocent, provincial miss, she realized that she had become—out of necessity—a woman who was rather indurate and cold. At times, her very heart felt like a chunk of winter’s ice that had been hacked from a frozen pond, packed in sawdust, then dropped into a deep, dark pit for storage. After a decade of such an existence, she was now rarely caught unprepared by anyone or anything, and certainly not by the vagaries of fate.


Nothing, however, could have prepared Jonet for the man who came striding down the hall toward her drawing room at five minutes past three on that fateful afternoon. She had expected a man to arrive, certainly. Someone who would look at least marginally like a tutor of young men, she had assumed. But from the very first, she had doubted that Lord James’s lackey would be the usual impoverished Milquetoast of a fellow in a rumpled frock coat and a scraggly haircut.


Well—at least she had gotten that much right, Jonet weakly decided, watching her caller walk inexorably nearer. With a gait that was long and lean-hipped, Cole Amherst moved with his shoulders set rigidly back, his heavy boots echoing through the corridor. He wore the fine red coat of a Dragoon’s officer, turned back into facings of midnight blue, and covered in a shade of gold which perfectly matched his hair.


As he paused formally at attention in the frame of her doorway, the army captain looked more like a work of portraiture than a man of flesh and blood. As if the painter, in the way of some so-called artists, had looked at a normal man, then imbued him with all the artistic license reality might allow. Amherst’s shoulders were just a little too broad, his jaw too elegantly chiseled, and his chin too deeply dimpled to belong to a mere mortal. And his mouth! Sinfully full, rich with promise and passion, Amherst’s mouth was that of a profligate, yet Jonet was sure he was anything but.


He was tall, too. At least six feet, and most of it looked to be legs. Long, lean, very fine legs that seemingly went on forever. Or was it chest? Jonet swallowed hard again. Yes, there was a great deal of chest there as well. Her eyes skimmed up his length. Only a brow which was lightly furrowed and a nose which was a touch too aquiline saved Captain Amherst from what might have been ruinous beauty.


Jonet had told herself she would not stand when James’s spy entered her drawing room. She had schooled herself to be as haughty and disdainful as her late and unlamented husband had unwittingly taught her to be. She was a lady, she tried to remind herself. Moreover, she was this man’s superior. And yet, curiosity got the better of her. Jonet was out of her chair and halfway across the drawing room before Charles Donaldson finished announcing him.


“Captain Cole Amherst, my lady,” he said, pulling shut the door with a hearty thump.


Jonet was not sure just how long she stood in the center of the drawing room ogling the strapping, golden-haired officer. As she stared, Amherst swept out of a graceful, fluid bow, drawing back one of his very fine legs with an elegance befitting the Regent’s court. His warm, golden gaze flicked up at her. “Lady Mercer?” Amherst’s voice was rich, and it held a hint of dry humor. “I find myself at your service, ma’am.”


His lightly mocking tone served to jerk Jonet back to cold reality. A purposeful rage swept over her like a brush fire. “Why, how droll you are, Captain,” she coolly retorted, a hint of sarcasm in her voice. Deliberately, she turned her back on him and returned to her seat. “I somehow fancied you to be at my brother-in-law’s service. Sit down.”


Without looking at him, she pointed to the chair opposite her own. Then, feigning every possible indolence as she struggled to gather her wits, Jonet settled back into her seat, taking a moment to arrange each pleat in the dull black fabric of her skirt. However, when she lifted her eyes, she was stunned to see Captain Amherst still standing near her doorway, ramrod straight and impossibly large.


“May I take it from your almost total lack of manners, ma’am,” he said very calmly, “that you are not amenable to my uncle’s plan?”


Forgetting her vow to show him nothing but disdain, Jonet came out of her chair and stalked back across the length of the room. “Keep a civil tongue in your head, Captain Amherst,” she snapped. “I dislike impudence above all things.” Jonet fixed him with her most quelling look.


But her quelling look had obviously been wasted. Other than stubbornly setting his perfect mouth and chiseled jaw, the captain did not so much as twitch. “Then perhaps you might take it upon yourself to learn civility, ma’am,” he smoothly returned.


Jonet knew then and there that she had badly underestimated James’s strategy. She prayed to God this man—this soldier—could be either intimidated, charmed, or otherwise rendered ineffectual by some clever form of manipulation. Most men of Jonet’s acquaintance certainly could, for they were a vain and transparent lot, but this situation already looked distinctly discouraging. Deliberately, Jonet narrowed her eyes. “I know nothing of your uncle, nor of any plan,” she answered scornfully.


“I understood from my uncle, Lord James Rowland, that you were in need of an instructor for your children.” His words were still soft, but clipped and demanding. “And I believed you to be wishful of my providing such assistance, madam, else I should never have wasted my time and yours by coming here.”


Jonet merely looked at him, trying to assimilate his words. His uncle? This officer was no one she had ever seen before, of that she was certain. And cavalry officers did not tutor children.


Amherst. Amherst? Who the devil had James sent to vex her this time? Jonet’s head began to pound. The bone-deep weariness which had plagued her for months now threatened to drag her down. Her knees nearly buckling, her hands unsteady, she fought for control and somehow found it.


“I have not the pleasure of understanding you, sir,” she said, her voice faltering only a little. “Lord James did indeed write yesterday. He told me only that he was sending a tutor for my sons—and that is a most diplomatic interpretation of his message, I do assure you.”


The light furrows deepened as his heavy brows drew together. “He said nothing further?” Amherst growled. He had the look of a man who might slide past the point of being dangerous were he to be pushed just a fraction too hard. Already, he was angry. He was whipcord lean, and his eyes were quick. Too quick.


Jonet had meant to show him immediately who was in command, but Amherst had hardly spoken a dozen words, and she had the sick, sinking sensation that the tables had already turned. There was something else, too. Something even more confusing. Captain Amherst did not want to be here. She was certain of it. Why, then, had he come? Uneasily, Jonet began to pace back and forth across the width of the room. Amherst remained stoically motionless. In the silence of the drawing room, the stiff swishing of her bombazine seemed over-loud and annoying. Suddenly, she whirled to face him, knowing that she must regain the upper hand—a task which, in the past had generally presented her little challenge.


“Did he say anything further?” Amherst repeated, gritting out the words.


“Nothing, sir!” she retorted, haughtily lifting her chin to stare at him. “Other than to say that you would call at three today. Moreover, you are no cousin of mine—” her gaze flicked up and down, “—and you are no tutor, to be sure. What game does Lord James Rowland play now? I insist you tell me just what spite the two of you are scheming.”


She stood almost toe to toe with the cavalry officer now, yet sick with the terrible knowledge that the thing she held most dear might be at stake. If this man were as dangerous as she supposed, she simply could not allow herself to succumb to weakness, to fear, or to self-pity. And she certainly could not allow herself to be distracted from her purpose by his golden good looks. By sheer force of will, Jonet drew herself up to her full height. She was a tall woman, but Amherst still topped her by a head or better. He dropped his hypnotic eyes to hers and gave her a long, level stare. There was still nothing of awe or subservience in it.


“I did not come here, Lady Mercer, to permit my integrity to bear the brunt of your insults,” he said coolly. “Nor will I take the razor’s edge of your tongue. I have better things to do with my time.”


At that very moment, however, something in the officer’s eyes, in the turn of his face, sparked a sudden flash of memory so sharp and sweet she trembled at it. Then the name came rushing back on a wave of embarrassment. Oh, God! Poor little Cole? Could it be he, the orphaned cousin? And barely a relation at all, according to her late husband’s callous definition. Well! He certainly was not anyone’s poor little anything now. He was big, and he was threatening, and he hardly looked poor.


Jonet remembered having met Cole Amherst once or twice. She had some vague recollection of his having attended her wedding. Oh, yes—and he had been handsome then, too. But callow, and far less cynical. A smattering of impressions flashed through her mind; fair hair that was much too long, elegant hands, quaint clothing, and scholarly, gold-rimmed spectacles which slid insistently down his nose.


And she remembered something else as well. A gentle touch, a soothing voice, and his murmuring some remarkably sweet platitude into her ear at a time when she had so desperately needed it. There had been no mistaking his inherent warmth and kindness. And then, a fleeting kiss—firm, heated lips pressed to her brow—and he was gone from her life. The rest of that fearful day had been obscured by a cloud of apprehension. Nonetheless, those indistinct memories of Cousin Cole were warm, almost comforting, and not at all unpleasant.


It struck her as odd that it should be so. Her mind raced. Amherst was a cousin by marriage, a relation of James’s wife, and not a Rowland at all. How fortunate for him. “Your pardon,” she said stiffly. “I do seem to recall you now.”


“I am inordinately relieved,” he sarcastically replied.


She looked up at him then, preparing to lash out again. But she was not prepared for the hot stab of desire that knifed through her belly. Though the sweet memory lingered, the quaint, callow youth was gone, and the hard-eyed, cynical officer was back. Amherst lifted his golden eyes to hers and pinned her with another long, steady stare that told her she had no control over him whatsoever. That whatever he might once have been, she would never be able to intimidate him now. And yet, it was a look rich with promise; the knowing look of a man who was sure of himself, in a steadfast, unpretentious way.


But how fanciful such thoughts were! She was no green girl. She could not possibly lust after a man she scarcely remembered, and particularly not this one. It was the strain, no doubt, of the last four months. It was simply time for a different approach. “I am persuaded, Captain,” she said, her voice surprisingly even, “that we should discuss this strange situation in which we find ourselves. Please, will you not sit down?”


The civility of her request seemed to placate Amherst, and he crossed the room to take the same seat she had previously ordered him toward. As he settled his long length into the delicate chair, Jonet noticed that he carried a thin leather folio in his left hand.


The captain waited until Jonet was seated before speaking. “Ma’am,” he began, looking a trifle vexed, “I find I cannot account for the brevity of my uncle’s letter to you. I had understood that he would inform you of my circumstances and background, and that the decision was to be yours. As you see by my attire, I have no real need of a position.”


Jonet interrupted him. “And are you qualified to be a tutor, sir?” she asked skeptically.


Stiffly, Captain Amherst inclined his head. “I daresay some might consider me so. However, I expect to return to garrison duty shortly. I have reluctantly answered my uncle’s summons, but since you seem to require assistance even less than I wish to give it, I see no need in prolonging this meeting.”


“I . . . well, that is to say, I am not perfectly sure,” she stammered, unaccountably flustered, and suddenly eager to stall for time. She licked her lips uncertainly. Really, what was James up to? “Perhaps,” she said slowly, “you might enlighten me as to why your uncle feels you are qualified to teach my sons.”


Jonet studied him intently, her curiosity fully engaged. Cole Amherst had the golden, glittery eyes of a tiger. At times, they seemed almost heavy with sleep, and then abruptly, they would flare to life. As if to further emphasize their beauty, he drew a pair of eyeglasses from his pocket and settled them onto his nose. Another shard of bittersweet recollection pierced her at the sight, and she remembered again the shy young man who had once shown her a small but unselfish act of kindness.


If he had hoped to make himself appear more studious, it was something of a failed effort. He simply looked more solemn. “Of course,” he replied, flipping open his folio with an efficient snap. For a fleeting moment, Jonet found herself wondering if he disliked James as much as she. There was a dark, restrained undertone in his references to his uncle.


Deftly, Amherst flicked through the pages, cleared his throat, and began to read. “I was schooled at Eton for five years, ma’am, as a King’s scholar. Thereafter, I matriculated to King’s College, Cambridge, and began my divinity studies. Upon completion with honors, I became a fellow of the university, with the emphasis of my research centered upon a studied comparison of the a priori versus the empirical methods of philosophical theology.”


He paused to pull out a single sheaf of paper, passing it to her with long, elegant fingers. “Here, my lady, are my references and the dates of my various degrees and positions. Moreover, prior to joining the university, I tutored extensively in the subjects of philosophy, mathematics, classical literature, as well as Latin and Greek. I also served for a time at Saint Ann’s in Cambridgeshire as their cur—”


“Captain Amherst!” Jonet held up a staying hand and paused to collect her wits. Good heavens, the man really was the scholar he had once appeared to be. She was truly doomed. “It would appear that you are somewhat . . . overqualified for this position.”


“Quite so,” he answered simply.


Feeling woefully ignorant, Jonet rearranged her skirts once more, choosing her words with utmost care. “Though you are obviously very learned, sir, my sons are young, and require training in mathematics and literature and perhaps rudimentary Greek—all very basic things. And of course, they must learn to ride well. To dance a bit, and to—to, well, to play cricket, for heaven’s sake! Have you any such ordinary experience?”


Something which might have been sarcasm tugged at his handsome mouth. “Forgive my impertinence, ma’am, but the British Army has managed to make a fair cavalry officer out of me, and so I can sit a horse with some skill. And hefting all those weighty tomes in the library has not completely impaired my ability as a batsman.”


“Oh!” said Jonet lightly, realizing too late that she had insulted his masculinity. What a joke that was. Delicately, she touched the tip of her index finger to her bottom lip. “And what of those dancing skills, Captain Amherst? Are you as physically talented in everything you undertake to perform?”


She wanted to bite back the words as soon as they left her mouth. Amherst’s eyes narrowed perceptively. Good God, what was wrong with her? First she was an ill-mannered shrew, now she was acting like a vulgar flirt. The captain’s poor opinion of her could not but be furthered by such contemptible behavior.


“Why, I must confess you have caught me out there, madam,” Amherst said coldly. “With regard to indoor athletics, you’d be better served by hiring yourself a dancing master.”


Jonet wanted to sink through the floor in mortification. Unfortunately, that was not an option available to her. There was nothing else for it but to brazen it through. She reminded herself yet again that there was too much at stake; that her first instinct—abject panic—was a luxury she could ill afford. Intimidation it would have to be.


Restlessly, she tapped her fingernail against the arm of her mahogany chair. She did not like the look of Captain Cole Amherst, her long-lost and should-have-stayed-lost cousin. Or rather, the problem was she liked the look of him all too well. He was something of a challenge, and Jonet had not felt challenged by anything in a very long time. Tormented, yes. Tortured, often. But that was hardly the same thing as an invigorating contest of wills or wits.


Moreover, it would be hard to justify throwing a man with his credentials—not to mention his obstinacy—into the street. Not unless he wanted to go. Did he want to go? She rather thought he did. So why the devil was he here?


Jonet still felt the danger thrumming all about her, as she had now for months on end, but her almost unfailing instincts could not fix Amherst as the cause. Nonetheless, he had been sent by the very person who posed the greatest threat. The man who wanted above all things to see her hanged, and never mind the scandal.


She looked at Captain Amherst again and realized that beneath his masculine exterior, there was a powerful intellect. Jonet had not one whit of doubt as to the validity of his academic accomplishments. Even James would not be so witless as to send someone with trumped-up credentials to school her children. Briefly, she wondered if her brother-in-law had some sort of hold over Amherst, but the thought was just as quickly gone.


This man was razor sharp, while James was almost as obtuse as his now-dead brother had been. But the inescapable fact remained that James had somehow discovered her advertisement for a tutor, though she had done it discreetly and anonymously. Now, he had correctly concluded that she had been stalling for time and that she would never permit the children to go away to school. Not unless they were dragged out of Brook Street over her lifeless body. The thought made her stomach knot with panic.


And so it seemed there was to be a compromise, and the compromise apparently had a name. And gorgeous golden eyes. For if it were not Cole Amherst, it would likely be someone else of James’s choosing. And eventually, she would be powerless to stop it. “Well, Captain,” she said in an over-bright voice. “It seems we have arrived at point non plus, does it not?”


“You may have arrived, ma’am,” he answered calmly, “and perhaps taken my uncle along for the ride. I, however, had no intention of going anywhere with either of you.” He shifted his weight impatiently, as if he might rise from his seat. “Have we concluded our discussion, Lady Mercer?”


The set of his jaw was stubborn, even a little contemptuous. Perhaps, like everyone else, he believed he had the right to judge her. Jonet should have been accustomed to such prejudice, but in this particular man, it made her extraordinarily furious. “Pray tell me, Captain Amherst, just what did my dear brother-in-law tell you about me?”


Amherst slipped off his eyeglasses and delicately folded them up with hands that were surprisingly gentle. “Anything my uncle might have said would have no influence upon my judgement, Lady Mercer. I form my own opinions.”
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