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 Prologue










 The devil n’er sent a wind oot


o’ hell but what he sailed w’it.




They found him alone in the stable yard. It was early; well before cockcrow, with the damp of an evening rain yet clinging to the grass, and the scent of hay and horses heavy in the stillness. The brace of pale gray coaches with their crests blacked and their curtains drawn came snaking down the hill through the morning’s mist like so much malevolent quicksilver.




He had thought to save himself a shilling and hitch up his horses himself. He had thought like a fool. His was not a trusting soul, but his guard was down, and his mind was still abed. Abed with the young bride who had kept him awake into the wee hours and beyond, until night neared dawn and there were no more secrets left to tell. No more pleas to be carried on breathless, urgent whispers. No more laughter to be muted in the folds of the innkeeper’s musty old counterpane.




She slept at last, one fist curled into the pillow, one long, coltish leg thrown across his side of the bed in a gesture which was at once delightfully new, and comfortingly familiar. He did not sleep. Perhaps he knew, even then, that every moment was precious.




He rose and watched her for a time. The delicate pink shell of her ear. The long, creamy turn of her neck. The rise and fall of breasts so small and so perfect, he wondered God had meant man to see them at all. And then he hitched up his trousers with grave reluctance, and went about the business of saving that shilling, for God knew they hadn’t one to spare.




In the stables, no lamp yet burned. He saw one, lit it, and found his horses. Methodically, he fed them and brushed them, then fetched water from the trough in the yard. These were simple tasks; comforting routines for a man still finding his footing in the world. And when the tasks were done, he took the first harness down from its wrought-iron hook.




The hand, when it touched him, was heavy and cold as death.




They say when the Old Scratch comes for a man, his life passes before his eyes. He saw not his life, but his wedding day, flickering through his mind like some fairy-tale cottage glimpsed through the trees from a fast-moving phaeton.




He dropped the leather traces he’d been inspecting and turned around on his bootheel. Ah. He had seen that black-and-silver livery before. He had even seen a few men larger than the one who stood behind him, already sweating in the morning’s warmth. But not many.




The hand dragged him from the shadows of the stable. “Someone wants a word wiv you.” The voice matched the hand. Cold as death.




The men who awaited him did not look predisposed to chitchat. He gave it his best, of course. But they were four, and he was one. He was a big man himself, and inured to hard, physical labor, but it did not take them long to strip him to the waist and beat him nigh senseless. He half drowned one in the water trough, though, and sent another headfirst into one of the glossy gray coaches. He broke the nose of the third and took great satisfaction in watching blood spurt down the lapel of his fine, flawless livery.




He had known, of course, that his luck would not last. He knew, too, that they meant to kill him. And eventually, they brought him down like a stag run to ground by a pack of slavering dogs. And when he lay in the stable yard spitting up blood and muck and God only knew what else, they jerked him up and started again.




He did not remember throwing them off. Did not remember the pitchfork, nor how it came to be in his hand. He remembered only the feel of it sinking into the other man’s flesh, and the girl in the shadows of the stable screaming. And screaming. And screaming.




Then the glossy gray carriage door opened, and a well-shod foot stepped out.




The voice which followed was calm. Almost civil, really. But the black horsewhip wrapped around Jessup’s hand looked anything but.




Of course, he fought like the devil. But three of Jessup’s men held him fast; held him whilst his new father-in-law explained, clearly and succinctly, his daughter’s recent change of heart. In between lashes, of course.




And when he finally collapsed, only then did Jessup find the guts to step near. “Perhaps now you are persuaded that my daughter has changed her mind about this Gretna Green business,” he said.




He was not persuaded. He would never be persuaded. Somehow, he managed to lift his head from the dirt, and turn to the girl who still cowered in the shadows. “He lies .” He had choked out the words. “Tell me…that Jessup… lies.”




The girl—his wife’s maid—stepped at last from the gloom and drew a deep, hitching breath. “Alas, no, monsieur,” she answered, clasping her hands before her. “My lady, she has change her mind. She says that she is—is très désolé. Oui, so sorry. She—she is sick for the home, monsieur. And très jeune— too young, oui ? She wishes now her papa, and to return to Sheffield.”




It came back to him then on a sickening rush. Her urgent questions. Her little worries. Her niggling doubts about rent, and servants, and society’s disdain…




Had she? Good God, had she changed her mind?




Jessup was rewrapping the whip around his hand. With a calm, quiet smile, he climbed back into his quicksilver carriage. The footmen walked away, leaving their handiwork torn and bloody in the stable yard, lying ignominiously in the filth. The maid returned to the shadows and began quietly to cry.




 No. He did not believe it. He would never, ever believe it.




The bastard. Jessup would not get away with this. Dazed and enraged, he somehow summoned the strength to stagger to his feet and make one last dash for Jessup’s carriage as it passed. Instead of slowing, the driver sprung the beasts and plowed him down without a moment’s hesitation.




He felt an instant of pain; felt his body go tumbling across the gravel, pitched about like some insignificant clump of mud beneath the axles. And then the horrid, crushing agony. The snap of bone and the wrenching of flesh. The sensation of his skull cracking against the gatepost. And then there was naught but the blackness. The blessed oblivion of death—or something comfortingly near it.















 Chapter One










 Money’s like the muck midden;


it does nae good ’til it be spread.




The Scots say that a tale never loses in the telling, and the tale of Merrick MacLachlan had been told a thousand times. In the drawing rooms and club rooms and back rooms of London, MacLachlan had been growing richer and darker and more malevolent by the season, until, in the summer of his life, the man was thought a veritable Shylock, ever searching for his pound of flesh.




Those who did business with the Black MacLachlan did so honestly, and with a measure of trepidation. Some became rich in return, for the color of money often rubs off. Others fared less well, and their tales were told, more often than not, in the insolvent debtors’ court. Miss Kitty Coates had scarcely fared at all and couldn’t even spell insolvent . The sort of business she did with MacLachlan meant that she was always giving her bawd an ample cut.




At the moment, however, Kitty had better things to think about than her ill luck at arithmetic and spelling, for the afternoon sun was slanting low through the windows of MacLachlan’s makeshift bedchamber, casting a keen blade of light across the gentleman’s bare shoulders. And across the scars, too—hideous white welts that crisscrossed the hard flesh of his biceps and even down his back. Kitty had long since grown accustomed to them. She spread her fingers wide in the soft, dark hair which dusted his chest, and held on tight as she rode him.




Just then, a clock in the outer office struck five. With three or four hard thrusts upward, MacLachlan finished his business, then rolled Kitty onto her back and dragged a well-muscled arm over his eyes. The message was clear.




“We don’t have to quit just yet, Mr. MacLachlan, do we?” Kitty rolled back up again and traced one finger lightly down the scar which curled like a scimitar’s blade up his cheek. “Why, I could stay on a little longer—say, two quid for the whole night?” The warm finger drew back up again. “Aye, we’d have us a fine old time, you and me.”




MacLachlan threw back the sheets, pushed her away, and rolled out of the narrow bed. “Put your clothes on, Kitty.” His voice was emotionless. “Leave by the back stairs today. The office staff is still at work.”




Her expression tightened, but she said nothing. MacLachlan stood, gritting his teeth against the pain in his lower leg. He did not move until he was confident he could do so without limping, then he went into the dressing room and meticulously washed himself.




By the time he returned to his pile of carefully folded clothing, Kitty was wriggling back into her rumpled red dress, her eyebrows snapped tautly together, her expression dark. “’Ow long, Mr. MacLachlan, ’ave I been coming round ’ere?”




MacLachlan suppressed a sigh of exasperation. “I have no notion, Kitty.”




“Well, I knows exactly ’ow long,” she said peevishly. “Four months and a fortnight, to the very day.”




“I did not take you for the sentimental type.” MacLachlan was busy pulling on his drawers.




“Every Monday and Thursday since the first o’ February,” Kitty went on. “And in all that time, you’ve scarce said a dozen words ter me.”




“I did not realize that you came all the way from Soho for the erudite conversation,” he answered, unfolding his trousers. “I thought you were here for the money.”




“Aye, go on, then!” She snatched up her stockings from the pile on his floor. “Use your fine, big words ter poke fun and push me round. Lie down, Kitty! Bend over, Kitty! Get out, Kitty! I have an appointment, Kitty! Ooh, you are a hard, hateful man, MacLachlan!”




“I collect that I have fallen in your esteem,” he remarked. “Tell Mrs. Farnham to send someone else on Thursday, if you prefer.” Someone who doesn’t talk so damned much, he silently added, stabbing in his shirttails.




“Well, I can ask, but I’m the only redhead Farnie’s got,” warned Kitty, tugging the first stocking up her leg with short, sharp jerks. “And I get hired a lot on account o’ this hair, let me tell you.”




“Any color will do for me,” he answered, watching her arse as she bent to put on her last stocking. “I really could not care less.”




Something inside Kitty seemed to snap. She jerked upright, spun around, and hurled the stocking in his face. “Well, why don’t you just go fuck a knothole in a rotten fence, you ungrateful, blackhearted Scot!”




For a moment, he glowered at her. “Aye, ’tis an option—and a cheaper one, at that.” He was beginning to consider it, too. After all, he was a businessman. And fences did not talk, wheedle, or whine.




Ruthlessly, Kitty shoved her bare foot into one of her shoes. “Well, I’ve had enough o’ your grunting and heaving and rolling off me wiv ne’er so much afterward as a fare-thee-well! I might be a Haymarket whore, MacLachlan, but I’m damned if I’ll—”




The ten-pound note he shoved into her clenched fist silenced her. For a long moment, she stared at it, blinking back tears.




Somehow, MacLachlan dredged up the kindness to give her hand a little squeeze. “You’ve held up admirably, Kitty,” he murmured. “And I am not an ungrateful man. But I do not care to strike up a friendship. Have Mrs. Farnham send someone else on Thursday. We need a change, you and I.”




With a disdainful sniff, Kitty tucked the banknote into her ample cleavage—clearly Mrs. Farnham wouldn’t be getting a cut of that . She let her gaze run down him, all the way to his crotch, then she heaved a theatrical sigh. “’Fraid it ain’t my heart that’ll be aching, MacLachlan,” she remarked. “Much as I hate to credit you. But however gifted you might be, you just ain’t worth it. ”




MacLachlan was rewrapping his stock around his throat. “Aye, doubtless you are right.”




Kitty made a harrumphing noise. “Fine, then. I’ll send over Bess Bromley on Thursday, and let ’er put up wiv you for a spell. Monstrous mean, that cat-eyed bitch. You two’ll get on like a house afire.” And on that parting remark, Kitty swished through the makeshift bedchamber and jerked open the door to his private office, where she promptly melted into the gloom.




For a long moment, MacLachlan simply stood there, staring into the shadows of his office. He knew that a better man would feel regret, perhaps even a measure of guilt. But he did not. Oh, Kitty had served him well enough, he reminded himself as he finished dressing. She’d been clean and polite and punctual. Certainly her broad, round arse would be forever fixed in his memory.




But that was about all he would likely remember. Indeed, it had been the first of April before he’d troubled himself to learn her name. Before that, he’d simply told the girl to strip and lie down on the bed. On especially busy days, he had not even bothered to undress, he recalled as he returned to his desk. He would simply drop the front of his trousers, bend the girl over the sofa in his office, and get on with the business of satisfying an otherwise annoying itch.




No, he did not care. Not then, and not now. Because there was one thing MacLachlan craved more than the sight of a fine, wide arse—and that was raw, unadulterated power. And Kitty’s complaints, however heartfelt, would never alter the two most immutable laws of capitalism. Time was money. And money was power. He had very little of the first nowadays, and he would never have enough of the last.




MacLachlan rolled out the next set of elevation drawings and impatiently yanked the bell for his clerk. It was time to fetch his solicitors down from Threadneedle Street. There was work which wanted doing. Within the week, MacLachlan meant to break ground for three new properties, sell another six, bankrupt an uncooperative brick merchant, and plow down a neighboring village—all in preparation for the next terrace of elegant, faux-Georgian houses which were destined to help him part the profligate English from yet another cartload of their pence and their pounds. And that he would truly enjoy.




 




The house in Mortimer Street did not look precisely like that of a wealthy and powerful peer. It was not in Mayfair, but merely near it. It was not a wide, double-fronted mansion, but just a single town house with two windows and a door down, and four unremarkable floors above. From its simple brick facade, one might suppose the place housed a banker or a barrister or some moderately prosperous coal merchant.




It did not. It housed instead the powerful Earl of Treyhern, a solid, sober-minded citizen if ever there was one. A simple man who, it was said, brooked no foolishness, and hated deceit above all things. Worse still, the Countess of Bessett, who stood trembling on his doorstep, had not even come to see the earl. She had come instead to see his governess—or more precisely, to steal his governess, were it to prove even remotely possible.




Money was no object. Her nerves were another thing altogether. But the countess was desperate, so she patted the little bulge in her reticule, swallowed hard, and went up the steps to ring the bell. She prayed the woman still worked here. Only when the door had flown open did it occur to her that perhaps it was not perfectly proper to ask for a servant at the front door.




Alas, too late. A tall, wide-shouldered footman was staring her straight in the face. Lady Bessett handed him her card with an unsteady hand. “The Countess of Bessett to see Mademoiselle de Severs, if she is available?”




The footman’s eyebrows lifted a little oddly, but he escorted the countess up the stairs and bade her be seated in a small, sunny parlor.




The room was fitted with fine French antiques, buttery jacquard wall covering, and yellow shantung draperies which brushed the lush Aubusson carpet. Despite her state of anxiety, Lady Bessett found the room pleasant and made a mental note of the colors. Tomorrow, if she survived this meeting, she was to buy a house. Her very first house—not her husband’s house or her father’s house or her stepson’s house. Hers . And then she, too, would have a yellow parlor. It was to be her choice, was it not? She would tell the builder so tomorrow.




A few moments later, a tall, dark-haired woman came into the room. She looked decidedly French, but she was dressed perhaps a little more elegantly than one might expect of a governess. Her bearing was not especially servile, and her expression was one of good-humored curiosity. Before she could think better of it, Lady Bessett leapt from the sofa and hastened across the room.




“You are Mademoiselle de Severs?” she whispered, seizing the woman’s hand.




The woman’s mouth twitched. “Well, yes, but—”




“I wish to employ you,” Lady Bessett interjected. “At once. You must but name your price.”




Mademoiselle de Severs drew back. “Oh, I am afraid you mistake—”




“No, I am desperate.” Lady Bessett tightened her grip on the woman’s hand. “I have a letter of introduction. From the Gräfin von Hodenberg in Passau. She has told me everything. About your work. Your training in Vienna. My son…I fear he is quite ill. I must hire you, Mademoiselle de Severs. I must. I cannot think where else to turn.”




The woman gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I am so sorry,” she said in her faint French accent. “The gräfin is misinformed. Indeed, I have not spoken to her in a decade or better.”




“She said as much,” agreed Lady Bessett.




“How, pray, do you know her?”




Lady Bessett dropped her gaze to the floor. “I lived much of my marriage abroad,” she explained. “Our husbands shared an interest in ancient history. We met first in Athens, I think.”




“How kind of her to remember me.”




Lady Bessett smiled faintly. “She knew only that you had gone to London to work for a family called Rutledge, who had a poor little girl who was dreadfully ill. It was quite difficult to track the family down. And London—well, it is such a large place, is it not? I have visited here but once in the whole of my life.”




Miss de Severs motioned toward a pair of armchairs by the hearth, which was unlit on such a late-spring afternoon. “Please, Lady Bessett, do sit down,” she invited. “I shall endeavor to explain my situation here.”




Hope wilted in Lady Bessett’s heart. “You…you cannot help us?”




“I cannot yet say,” the governess replied. “Certainly I shall try. Now, the child—what is his age, please, and the nature of his illness?”




Lady Bessett choked back a sob. “Geoffrey is twelve,” she answered. “And he—he has—well, he imagines things, mademoiselle. Odd, frightening things. And he blurts out things which make no sense, and he cannot explain why. Sometimes he suffers from melancholia. He is a deeply troubled child.”




Miss de Severs was nodding slowly. “These imaginings take the form of what? Dreams? Hallucinations? Does the child hear voices?”




“Dreams, I think,” she whispered. “But dreams whilst he is awake, if that makes any sense? I—I am not perfectly sure, you see. Geoffrey will no longer discuss them with me. Indeed, he has become quite secretive.”




“Does he still suffer them?” asked the governess. “Children often outgrow such things, you know.”




Lady Bessett shook her head. “They are getting worse,” she insisted. “I can tell that he is worried. I have consulted both a physician and a phrenologist in Harley Street. They say—oh, God!—they say he might have a mental disorder. That eventually, he might lose touch with reality altogether, and need to be restrained. Or—or confined. ”




“Oh, what balderdash!” said the governess, rolling her eyes. “Why, I should like to restrain and confine some of the physicians in Harley Street—and never mind what I would do to the phrenologists.”




“You—you do not believe them?”




“Oh, almost never!” said the woman breezily. “And in this case, certainly not. A child of twelve is not sufficiently developed, mentally or physically, for such dire pronouncements. And if he has odd bumps on his head, it is likely from a game of conkers gone awry. Perhaps your son is merely sensitive and artistic?”




Lady Bessett shook her head. “It is not that,” she said certainly. “Though he is quite a fine artist. He has a great head for mathematics, too, and all things scientific. That is why these—these spells seem so out of character.”




“He is not a fanciful child, then?”




“By no means.”




“He otherwise functions well in the world? He learns? He comprehends?”




“Geoff’s tutor says he is brilliant.”




“Has there been any childhood trauma?”




For an instant, Lady Bessett hesitated. “No, not…not trauma.”




The governess lifted her eyebrows again, and opened her mouth as if to speak. But just then, a lovely girl with blond hair came twirling through the doorway in what could only be described as a fashionable dinner gown.




“Mamma, it is finished!” she cried, craning her head over her shoulder to look at her heels. “What do you think? Is the hem right? Does it make my derriere look too—”




“My dear, we have a guest,” chided the governess—who was, it now appeared, not the governess after all. “This is Lady Bessett. Lady Bessett, my stepdaughter, Lady Ariane Rutledge.”




The girl was already flushing deeply. “Oh! I do beg your pardon, ma’am!” She curtsied, and excused herself at once.




“I say!” murmured Lady Bessett, feeling her cheeks grow warm. “Who was—I mean—was that…?”




“Lord Treyhern’s poor little girl who was so dreadfully ill,” said her hostess. “Yes, that is what I have been trying to tell you, Lady Bessett. We were married, he and I. And Ariane, as you see, is quite a normal young lady now. We have three other children as well, so my work nowadays consists of little more than giving the odd bit of advice to a friend or relation.”




“Oh.” Lady Bessett’s shoulders fell. “Oh, dear. You are Lady Treyhern now! And I—well, I do not know what I shall do.”




Her hostess leaned across the distance, and set her hand on Lady Bessett’s. “My dear, you are very young,” she said. “Younger, I think, even than I?”




“I am thirty,” she whispered. “And I feel as though I am twice that.” Then, to her undying embarrassment, a tear rolled down Lady Bessett’s cheek.




Lady Treyhern handed her a freshly starched handkerchief. “Thirty is still rather young,” she went on. “You must trust me when I say that children do outgrow such things.”




“Do you think so?” Lady Bessett sniffled. “I just wish I could be sure. Geoffrey is my life. We have only one another now.”




“I see,” said Lady Treyhern. “And how long are you in London, my dear?”




Lady Bessett lifted her sorrowful gaze. “Forever,” she replied. “I am the dowager countess and my stepson is newly wed. Tomorrow I am contracting to purchase a house nearby.”




“Are you?” Lady Treyhern smiled. “How very exciting.”




Lady Bessett shrugged. “Our village doctor thought it best for Geoff that we be close to London. He said he had no notion what to do for the boy.”




Lady Treyhern patted her hand comfortingly. “You must take your time and settle in, my dear,” she advised. “And when you have done so, you must bring young Geoff to tea. We will begin to get acquainted.”




“You…you will help us, then?”




“I shall try,” said Lady Treyhern. “His symptoms are indeed mysterious—but I am not at all convinced it is a disorder.”




“Are you not? Thank God.”




“Even if it were, my dear, there are a few physicians in London who have been attending to the events unfolding in Vienna and Paris,” said her hostess. “Forays are being made into the field of mental diseases—psychology, they call it. They are not all uninformed nitwits, Lady Bessett.”




“Mental diseases!” Lady Bessett shuddered. “I cannot bear even to think of it!”




“I rather doubt you shall have to,” said Lady Treyhern.




“Now I shall ring for coffee, and you must tell me all about this new house of yours. Where is it, pray?”




“Near Chelsea,” said Lady Bessett quietly. “In a village called Walham Green. I have taken a cottage there until the house is complete, but that will be some weeks yet.”




“Well, then, you are but a short drive from town,” said Lady Treyhern as she rose and rang the bell. “I confess, I do not know a great many people in London myself. Nonetheless, you must allow me to help you with introductions.”




Again, Lady Bessett felt her face heat. “I fear I have been very little in society,” she admitted. “I know almost no one.”




“Well, my dear, now you know me,” said her hostess. “So, what of this new house? I daresay it has all the modern conveniences. And of course you will be buying a great many new furnishings, I am sure. How very exciting that will be!”















 Chapter Two










 Better half-hanged than ill-married.




The bell-ringers at St. George’s Hanover Square were already milling about on the portico when MacLachlan’s carriage arrived in the early-morning haze. With a curt bark, he ordered his driver to wait for him in Three Kings Yard, then stepped down onto the pavement. In another hour, the corner would be choked with traffic, and he’d no wish to become ensnared in it.




On the church portico, one of the ringers shot him a faintly curious look. A second was rubbing at a callus on his hand as if contemplating the task before him, whilst another complained none too quietly about the late-spring damp. Just then, an arm draped in flowing vestments pushed one of the doors open. One by one, the bell-ringers vanished into the church. Soon he could hear them treading one after the other up the twisting steps into to the bell tower.




MacLachlan was grateful. He saw no point in striking up idle chitchat with people he did not know. Certainly he had no wish to go inside the church until it was unavoidable. With restless energy, he paced up and down the street, admiring St. George’s fine Flemish glass and classical columns, but in a vague, almost clinical sort of way. He was never comfortable anywhere near this bastion of the English upper crust. Certainly he had never thought to come here for a wedding—well, not in more years than he could count, at any rate.




But today was to be his elder brother’s wedding day. Today, MacLachlan had no choice. He turned and paced the length of the pavement again. Phipps had tied his cravat too tight, blast it. MacLachlan ran his finger around his collar and forced it to loosen.




Traffic along St. George Street was picking up now. Damn. He had no wish to keep pacing back and forth like some caged creature. But neither could he bring himself to actually go inside the place. Abruptly, he turned and paced down the shadowy little passageway adjacent to the old edifice. It was not the first time he had slipped away into the shadows of St. George’s. Here, the air was thick with the smell of mossy stone and damp earth. The smell of crypts and catacombs and cold, dead things. The sepulchre, perhaps, of a man’s hopes and dreams.




It had been a mistake to come here. To this church. To this passageway. He looked up to see the sun dappling through some greenery beyond, the movement somehow disorienting. He shut his eyes. The clamor and rattle of street traffic quieted, then faded away.




 “Kiss me, Maddie.” His voice was rough in the gloom.




 “Merrick, my aunt!” She flashed a coy look, and set the heel of one hand against his shoulder. “She’ll scold if we linger behind the others.”




 He set a finger to her lips. “Shush, Maddie,” he returned. “They’ve not even noticed we’re gone.” He bent his head, and lightly brushed his lips over hers. But as it always did, the kiss burst at once into flames. He took her deeply, his tongue surging inside her mouth, their hands roaming urgently over one another.




 His head swam with the scent of her. He could feel the silk of her dress beneath his fingers, the swell of her buttock, firm and promising against his palm. Maddie’s breathing ratcheted up until it came in sweet, delightful pants. She had the good sense to push him away.




 “Merrick, this is a church!”




 He smiled down at her. “Aye, lass, so it is,” he agreed. “But there’s naught sinful about my feelings for you. They are good and pure in the eyes of God.”




 She lowered her lashes, and looked away, her face flushing petal pink. He wanted to kiss her again. He wanted to touch her the way a man ought when a woman was to be his. But he dared not risk it here. Instead, he set his temple to hers, and felt her shoulders relax against the cold stone church wall.




 “Maddie.” He whispered her name into her hair, and gathered her against him with both arms.




 “What?”




 “Is this where you Mayfair folk are wed?”




 “I’m not Mayfair folk,” she whispered back. “Not really. But yes, it is.”




 “Then I’m going to marry you here, Maddie,” he vowed, his voice tight with emotion. “At the end of the season, before all these fine people, I swear to God, I am.”




 “Will…will they let us, Merrick?”




 He forgot sometimes how young she was. “They cannot stop us,” he rasped. “No one, Maddie, can stop true love.”




 But her aunt’s tread was heavy on the pavement beyond…




“Good God, there you are!” The footsteps stopped.




Merrick turned on the narrow pathway, blinking his eyes against the morning light.




“It is half past the hour.” Sir Alasdair MacLachlan’s voice was a near growl. “Are you coming inside or not?”




“Aye, presently.”




“No, now, ” said the groom-to-be. “You agreed to this, Merrick. And it cannot be as bad as all that. You’ve only to stand up with me, not get a tooth extracted.”




Merrick collected his wits as he walked slowly back along the side of the church. He hoped his agitation did not show. “You are right, of course,” he said, stepping from the shadows into the sun. “I beg your pardon. My mind was elsewhere.”




“Your mind was where it always is, I’d wager,” snapped his brother. “On your blasted account books.” As he spoke, an open landau passed along the church’s columned portico, then jerked suddenly left and drew to the curb. A portly man leapt out and came stalking up the pavement toward the MacLachlan brothers, one hand balled into a tight fist.




“Who the devil?” said Alasdair under his breath.




Coolly, Merrick lifted his hat. “Good morning, Chutley.”




The man looked apoplectic, and reeked of spirits. “You may well say so!” he answered accusingly. “’Tis pure providence, my running into you, is it not?”




“I could not say,” Merrick responded. “May I introduce my brother, Sir Alas—”




“Don’t trouble yourself,” the portly man snarled. “I had a visit last night, MacLachlan, from one of your Threadneedle thugs.”




Merrick lifted one eyebrow. “One of my solicitors from the City, do you mean?”




“Call them what you will,” snapped the man. “Do I understand this aright, MacLachlan? You mean to call in my note? After all that we agreed to?”




Alasdair cleared his throat sharply, but Merrick carried on. “You agreed to pay back the loan in quarterly installments, Chutley.”




“Good God, man! This is still May!”




“Aye, barely, but the loan was made on February 2,” Merrick countered. “Payment was due ninety days hence.”




“Gentlemen, must we have this discussion now?” Alasdair hissed. “We are standing in front of a church, for pity’s sake.”




The two men spared him not a glance. “But everyone knows that quarterly means June 24!” Chutley protested. “ Thatis the next quarter day!”




Merrick lifted both eyebrows. “Is it indeed?” he murmured. “By that reckoning, then, I should have had the first payment on Lady Day. I begin to think, Chutley, that you did not read the fine print. Rest assured, the payment was due weeks ago.”




Chutley faltered. “But—but I haven’t got it, MacLachlan!” he said, his voice low. “You’ll put my brickworks under, damn you! Is that what you want? Is it?”




“Then at least I shall have some bricks for my trouble,” Merrick retorted. “If I must own the bloody brickyard to get the job done, so be it.”




Alasdair touched him lightly on the shoulder. “Really, Merrick, this is beyond bourgeois.”




His brother’s head whipped around for an instant. “Aye, ’tis business ,” he returned. “Chutley, my superintendent tells me you’ve run us a fortnight late on our last three ventures. I cannot build without bricks, man, and I did not make you that loan out of the kindness of my heart—”




“No, for you haven’t any!” interjected the man.




“Aye, and you’d do well to remember it,” Merrick advised. “The loan was made so that Chutley Brickworks might upgrade their equipment and get me my bloody building materials on time. Now, I need bricks, Chutley, and you’ve got a yard full of them. I know, for I saw them yesterday.”




Chutley’s color deepened. “But that inventory is promised to Fortnoy!”




“Then unpromise it, damn you!” said Merrick. “Did Fortnoy loan you ten thousand pounds? No, I thought not. Good day to you, Chutley. I shall expect a dozen cart-loads of bricks in Walham Green before nightfall, and the rest before the week is out.”




The man was shaking with rage, and looking very much as if he might fall dead on the pavement. Without another word, he turned on one heel and returned to his waiting landau.




“Oh, thank you, Merrick,” said his brother coldly. “Thank you for making this day so very special for me.”




Merrick turned, and looked at Alasdair blankly. Abruptly, his mind cleared, and he recalled where he was. By now, a small crowd of wedding guests were lingering at the opposite end of the portico, averting their eyes, and speaking in hushed tones. He realized at once that they must have overheard at least the tenor of the quarrel, if not the words.




He felt his own face flush with heat. The groom’s brother grinding some small-minded merchant beneath his bootheel on the portico of St. George’s—yes, that was just what Merrick’s reputation wanted. Ordinarily, he would not give a damn. But his brother had waited almost thirty-seven long years before going to the altar, and he was very happy now to be doing so. Alasdair had met the woman of his dreams. And unlike Merrick’s, Alasdair’s dreams appeared destined to come true. He was not apt, thank God, to trip over their rotting remains in some moldering old churchyard one day when he least expected it.




Somehow, he found the presence of mind to put an arm around his brother’s shoulders. He had often envied Alasdair’s blithe charm and golden beauty, but never had he wished him ill. “I am sorry, Alasdair,” he said quietly. “This is a special day. Come, let us go in, and get down to the business of making Esmée a part of this family.”




As with most duties one thoroughly dreads, this one did not amount to much. The ceremony itself was soon over, and Merrick’s obligation finished—or so he thought. The crowd spilt out of St. George’s to the resounding peals of the bell-ringers at their most jubilant.




With the clamor echoing off the high brick walls of Mayfair, the wedding party began to trickle toward nearby Grosvenor Square, where the wedding breakfast was to be held at the home of Lady Tatton, one of society’s most upright matrons—and now Alasdair’s aunt by marriage.




At the corner of the church, Esmée caught up with him. She looked radiant today. “May I have your arm, Merrick?” she asked. “You are my brother now, you know.”




He offered it, of course. Alasdair was accepting the congratulations of some of his more disreputable friends. He stood beside Esmée, shaking their hands in turn, and wearing that vaguely stunned expression so common to men newly wed.




“You will remain a while at Aunt’s house, I hope?” Esmée enquired.




Merrick hesitated. “I had not thought to stay,” he confessed. “You will forgive me?”




“No, I shan’t,” she answered flatly. “Where is your carriage? Why must you go?”




“At the Three Kings,” he said. “And I have an architectural meeting this afternoon. My staff will be waiting.”




“The afternoon is some time away,” said Esmée. “And if you mean to go to the Three Kings, you may as well go but a few yards farther, Merrick, and drink us a toast, at the very least?”




It seemed such a small thing to ask. “You are Alasdair’s only relation in London,” she chided. “Society will expect you to attend.”




Merrick did not much give a damn what society expected. Society had done nothing for him, and precious little for his brother. A moderately endowed Scottish baronet did not carry much weight this far south, and his younger brother, even less—especially when he dared actually work for a living. Alasdair had met and fallen in love with Esmée by a pure twist of fate, and much to her aunt’s disapprobation.




 No one, Maddie, can stop true love.




Well. At least Merrick had been proven right on this occasion. Alasdair and Esmée loved one another unreservedly. No one had been able to talk them out of this marriage. It was a union which would last forever, Merrick had become increasingly certain. Now, for his new sister’s sake, he forced a tight smile.




“Society expects it, eh?” he said. “Well, God knows I shouldn’t wish to disappoint them.”




Esmée’s green eyes danced with laughter. Merrick searched for something affable to say. “You are looking forward to your wedding trip, I hope? Alasdair’s estate will be beautiful this time of year.”




Esmée’s expression softened. “Oh, it will be like going home again!” she said wistfully. “I have longed for Scotland ever since leaving it. I only hope that…”




“Hope what?” Merrick pressed.




“I only hope that your grandmother will not feel uncomfortable,” she said. “I know that Castle Kerr is her domain, and that Alasdair has left her to run it as she sees fit. I hope that I can convince her nothing need change.”




“Then you must simply say so,” Merrick advised. “Granny MacGregor speaks her mind, and expects others to do the same.”




“Well, that seems to be a family trait.” Esmée teased him with her eyes. “Look, Merrick, why do you not come with us? It is, after all, your childhood home, too.”




He looked at her incredulously. “Come along on your wedding trip?” he answered. “No, Alasdair would not thank me for that.”




“Merrick, Alasdair loves you,” she said quietly. “Sometimes, yes, he even envies you. As I think you envy him, perhaps? But you are his brother, and you mean the world to him.”




“Our brotherly competition is in the past, Esmée,” he answered. “We are very different people, and we have accepted that. But to go north with you? No, I think not.”




“Then join us later,” she persisted. “We mean to stay through the autumn, if not the year. Come at any time. Your grandmother would be so pleased. I would be so pleased.”




She sounded as if she meant it. Merrick didn’t know why. He had not been especially kind to Esmée early on. She had every reason to dislike him.




“We shall see how things go on,” he lied, sketching her a neat bow. “I thank you, Lady MacLachlan, for the invitation.”




Esmée smiled, but just then, the Marquess of Devellyn passed by, seizing Esmée’s face in both his big paws and kissing her, quite shamelessly and loudly, on each cheek. “My dear child!” he said, elbowing Alasdair in the ribs. “Saddled with this dreadful old roué! How old are you? Seventeen? And this one is what? Five-and-forty if he’s a day! I swear, fate has done you an appalling injustice.”




Esmée’s cheeks flamed with pink. Though she hardly looked it, the chit was almost three-and-twenty, and Devellyn surely knew it. Beside the marquess, his wife began to scold him and to cluck at Esmée sympathetically.




Merrick took the opportunity to slip away and vanish into the crowd. At least, that was the plan. But by the time he arrived at Lady Tatton’s town house, one of Merrick’s few friends amongst the ton, the Earl of Wynwood, caught up with him.




“Where is your lovely wife?” Merrick asked Wynwood as the crowd swarmed around them.




Lord Wynwood grinned and jerked his head toward the stairway. “Vivie’s stuck in the midst of that mob,” he said, “receiving the accolades of her many admirers.”




Merrick twisted his mouth wryly. “I am not at all sure I should wish to be married to a famous Italian soprano.”




Wynwood shook his head. “I spent too many years, my friend, not being married to Vivie,” he returned. “Better her fame than my misery. Besides, you do not wish to be married to anyone at all, famous or otherw—” Then, as if realizing what he’d just said, his face fell. “Ah, sorry about that, old chap!” He set a warm hand between Merrick’s shoulder blades. “Look, might we talk business for a moment? Vivie and I need your help.”




“What sort of help?”




“We want a new house,” said Wynwood. “We are in quite desperate straits, truth to tell.”




Merrick was surprised. “You wish to leave Mayfair?”




“Oh, you know Vivie! She doesn’t give a fig for Mayfair. It is space we need, and to get it, we’ll have to move out of town just a bit. I thought Walham Green might be perfect.” He flashed Merrick a shameless grin. “You do mean to level the whole village, do you not? Be so obliging as to save a couple of hectares for us.”




Merrick smiled tightly. “Contrary to the darkening rumors, I will be plowing down only what the good citizens of Walham wish to lease or sell.”




“Yes, but your money’s awfully green, isn’t it?” said Wynwood. “And there’s a vast deal of it, too.”




Merrick shrugged. “I pay a fair price.”




Wynwood laughed so loud he drew stares. “Oh, a Scot never paid a fair price for anything!” he answered. “But will you do it, Merrick? Will you design something for us? And have it built somewhere near Chelsea?”




“Why me, Quin?” Merrick’s voice was soft. “I have a dozen fine young architects on my staff. Indeed, I’ve scarce taken up my drawing pencil these last ten years.”




“We need something special,” said Wynwood. “And you are said to be not just a financial genius, but an architectural genius as well.”




“Aye?” Merrick made a snorting sound. “By whom?”




Wynwood shifted a little uncomfortably. “Well, those fancy plaques and awards you have covering three walls of your study say so,” he responded. “And those—those academic things from St. Andrews and such which are hanging between the windows.”




“Things?” said Merrick archly.




“Look, I did not go to university,” grumbled Wynwood. “I scarcely know what they are, but I know what I hear. Now, I need a house—a bloody big one—and I want top quality.”




“What of Cubitt? His group still has one or two houses for sale in Belgrave Square.”




Wynwood shook his head. “I’ve looked Belgravia up and down, and it just doesn’t suit me. Everything is beautiful, but it all looks alike—which just goes to show that he is a fine builder, yet not an architect. You were acclaimed as a genius before you’d built so much as a watchman’s box.”




“All a decade and a half past,” said Merrick. “In the world of architectural design, Wynwood, one must be a starving artist to win such acclaim. Once you are rich, that is thought to be reward enough.”




“Ah!” Wynwood’s tone was disconcertingly insightful. “And is it?”




Merrick hesitated but a heartbeat. “Aye, you’re damned right it is.”




“I see,” said Lord Wynwood. “Then you will have luncheon with me tomorrow at the Walham Arms, and give me a tour of the village?”




“If that is your wish,” said Merrick, casually lifting one shoulder. “Meet me there shortly after one. And Wynwood, if you are serious—”




“I am.”




“Aye, then bring a bank draft. I am, as you say, a Scot.”




Wynwood laughed again and melted into the mob which still surrounded his beautiful new wife.















 Chapter Three










 If ye canna see the bottom,


dinna wade in.




After residing in Walham Green all of a sen’night, Lady Bessett found that late morning in the pretty village had already become her favorite time of day. Shortly after daylight, the busy market garden traffic—the vegetable-laden carts rumbling into the city, the tumbrels heaped with hay, the crates of flapping, squawking poultry—all of it vanished into the fringes of London, leaving the little village on its outskirts blissfully serene.




On this particular morning, the countess sat in the tiny rear garden of her cottage nibbling at tea and toast. She closed her eyes, and listened to the birdsong as she sipped the last of her cup. The scents of spring were redolent in the air—the smell of fresh-turned earth, and the fragrance of the season’s flowers. Yes, she could almost imagine she was back in Yorkshire again.




She really did miss it dreadfully. She opened her eyes, and took in the tiny walled garden with its rosebushes, its neat little path, and the ancient swath of wisteria which rambled up and over the kitchen window. Since coming to this charming place, she had not allowed herself to think about Yorkshire—not until she had been required to explain her circumstances to Lady Treyhern.




The truth was, however, the Yorkshire dales had been her home for just four short years. But in that time, she had come to love the vast, rich, rolling emptiness of the place. And she had come to love the freedom which widowhood had brought her. A newfound sense of self-esteem had slowly settled over her as Loughton Manor came back to life after long years of her husband’s absence and neglect.




Perhaps more importantly, she had come to love Loughton and its people. They would miss her, she thought. Mrs. Pendleton had cried quite shamelessly as she and Geoff had climbed into the carriage for the long trip down to London. Even Simms, the old butler, had twice been compelled to blow his nose. Yes, they would miss her—and they were not pleased to be gaining a new mistress.




The Earl of Bessett, her stepson Alvin, had chosen a wife immediately upon his majority. Unfortunately, he had chosen one of whom the staff was not fond. Miss Edsell was the daughter of a neighboring squire, and had often been a guest at Loughton. She had set her cap at poor Alvin early, and openly. She had made it plain, too, that things would change at Loughton when she became its mistress.




For his part, Alvin wished only for a placid existence of farming and shooting. He was not unkind, but he was a little dull. So far removed was Alvin from the fervent, single-minded scholar his father had been, that people often marveled they were kin at all.




Perhaps a childhood spent roaming through Italy and Campania had made Alvin long to put down roots. He wanted neither adventure nor travel in his life now. “And after all, Cousin Madeleine,” Alvin had said, “why go down to London for a season when a local girl will suit me well enough?”




So he married Miss Edsell. Madeleine had helped Mrs. Pendleton supervise the washing-up after the wedding breakfast. Then she went upstairs to pack.




Oh, Alvin had not asked her to leave. Indeed, he was fond of her—they were first cousins once-removed, and she had been his stepmother since he was eight. Alvin was very fond of Geoff, too. He had never resented the boy, so far as Madeleine could tell.




But Miss Edsell resented them both. Madeleine had seen the look in her eyes often enough to know which way the wind would soon be was blowing. Besides, Geoff needed to be near London. The village doctor had been most insistent. And she—well, she needed a change. A diversion. An adventure or an avocation. Something . Something that might jerk her from the clutches of those tenacious little blue-devils which had plagued her these many years.




So London was their home now, for good or ill. And Madeleine felt a little better after having met with Lady Treyhern. She was said to be very knowledgeable about troubled children. Indeed, she had once been thought something of a miracle worker on the Continent.




Just then, Geoff wandered out of the house, stretching as he came, as if his bones had grown an inch during the night and now wanted to be popped loose. Certainly he was eating enough to grow at such a rate.




“Good morning, Mamma,” he said before kissing her on the cheek. “You slept well?”




“Quite well, my dear,” she said. “You look as though you did, too.”




And he did look rather well rested. Madeleine felt a wave of relief as he plopped down on the adjacent garden bench. As a young boy, he had begun to suffer dreadfully from insomnia. She suspected he still did, though at the tender age of twelve, he had learned to hide it from her.




Clara, the new housemaid, bustled out with a breakfast tray, and Geoff set upon it with relish. Madeleine let her eyes drift over him. Dear God, he was going to be handsome. Already, he was but a head shorter than she—and she was quite tall for a woman. But Geoff did not have her pale blond looks. Madeleine looked away and poured him a cup of tea.




“I told Eliza to set out my walking shoes this morning,” she said. “Do you still wish to go out?”




His eyes lit. “Oh, yes, I wish to go see the Chelsea hospital,” he said, his voice cracking with adolescent excitement. “And I want to walk along the Thames as far as possible, and look at all the merchant ships.”




Madeleine laughed at his enthusiasm. “I believe the Thames goes all the way to the sea, my dear,” she said. “And most of the merchant ships will be too far downriver. London is a large city. But we can take the carriage, I daresay?”




Geoff shook his head. “Just the hospital today, then,” he said. “I wish to walk all around it. Mr. Frost says it was built by Sir Christopher Wren—just like St. Paul’s.”




They had visited St. Paul’s Cathedral their first week in Walham Green. Geoff had been awestruck by the soaring roofs and the sheer magnificence of the place. His tutor, Mr. Frost, had filled the boy’s head with all the wonders of London. Consequently, Geoff was obsessed with drinking in all the history, commerce, and architecture which surrounded them.




Madeleine finished her tea and rose. “In fifteen minutes, then,” she said as she headed toward the door. “Will you be ready?”




Their walking tour of Chelsea presented little challenge to a pair accustomed to hiking the dales. They spent a good two hours enjoying the landscaped grounds of the hospital, and the feel of the sun’s warmth on their faces. Afterward, they strolled back along Cheyne Walk, admiring the views of the Thames, and lovely houses which lined it.




“Look, Mamma,” said Geoff, when they reached the foot of Oakley Street. “Look at this wrought-iron gate. Mr. Frost says the houses of Chelsea are famous for their magnificent ironwork. I know! Perhaps we could buy a house here? I should like to see the river every day.”




Madeleine laughed. “We have already bought a house, Geoff,” she replied. “Or promised to do so, which is quite the same thing. And you shall have a view of the river from upstairs.”




“Shall I?”




“I can show you this afternoon,” she suggested. “I am going by to have a look around, and dream about paint and draperies.”




His nose wrinkled. “No, thank you, Mamma!”




Madeleine smiled indulgently. “Very well, then,” she said. “As punishment, I shall paint your room puce. Or purple. Or pumpkin, perhaps? Now, it is almost time for luncheon. How shall we walk home? Look, up ahead is Beaufort Street. I believe it will take us up to the King’s Highway. That might be pleasant.”




“That way, then,” Geoff agreed good-naturedly. “But hurry, Mamma. Now that I think on it, I am getting hungry again.”




They set off arm in arm, pausing once or twice to look into shop windows or admire a house which caught Geoff’s eye. They were but halfway up the street, however, when Madeleine sensed the child’s mood begin to shift. His arm slipped from hers. His boyish chatter ceased, and his pace began to flag. Suddenly, he stopped on the pavement, his expression stark yet stubborn. Madeleine turned to look at him.




“Geoff, what is wrong?”




“I want—I want to go back, Mamma.”




Madeleine knew the signs. Dear God, not now. “Geoff, we need to go home,” she cajoled. “Come along, now. We are blocking the pavement.”




“But I don’t wish to go!” cried the boy. “I want to go back.”




Exasperation told in her voice. “Go back where?”




A man in a brown greatcoat pushed past them, scowling over his shoulder. “Bloody tourists!” he muttered beneath his breath.




Geoff stared right through him. Madeleine could feel the strange terror taking the boy into its grip. “Back—back to Cheyne Walk,” he rasped. “Back to the river.”




“Geoff, darling, that makes no sense.”




“Whatever you wish, then.” His jaw hardened, and his face began to darken. “I just do not wish to go any farther.”




“On Beaufort Street, do you mean?” Madeleine exhaled sharply. “Then which way do you wish to go, pray?”




“How should I know?” he choked. “Not this way. But I do not know another way. Please , Mamma, just do it. ” The boy was staring at his feet and visibly trembling. His hands were fisted, his knuckles white.




Madeleine knew that if she challenged him, his anxiety would only worsen. Once, during their last year in Campania, he had refused to board a ferry bound for Palermo. He had been but seven years old, and yet he had clung to the gangway railing and screamed incoherently for all of ten minutes, tears streaming down his little face. Madeleine had not possessed the heart to tear him away, and force him onto the boat.




It was not the first time she had given in to his “temper tantrums,” as Bessett had called them. Looking back, perhaps that had been a mistake. Her husband had certainly thought so. Nonetheless, after the ferry departed without them and they had frog-marched Geoff back to the carriage, the child had covered his ears with his hands, and curled himself into a ball on the carriage floor, where he quietly sobbed the entire journey home.




Bessett, of course, had been furious. This time, he had insisted she take the boy upstairs and thrash him—or he would do it for her. She had done it herself, with a green switch to the backs of his legs. It had been one of the most sickening experiences of her life. And it had done not one whit of good. The strange moods and fits had only worsened.




“Which way, then?” she said gently. “Back the way we came?”




Mutely, he nodded, still refusing to look at her. Madeleine took his hand and set off back down the street. Their walk to Chelsea had been warm and companionable. Now she was practically dragging the boy behind her. She was angry, and she was worried. She did not like to see Geoff so frightened, or behaving so irrationally.




She gave his hand an encouraging squeeze, but Geoff did not respond. Madeleine bit her lip to keep from crying, then quickened her pace.




 




The Walham Arms was a fine old public house built of stone the color of a rainy afternoon, and perched right on the edge of the Thames. In its glory days, when the river was London’s main thoroughfare, the Arms had been an upriver watermen’s haunt—and the haunt of a few less reputable fellows, too. Nowadays, it was just a village tavern frequented by merchants and farmers rather than dashing smugglers and highwaymen.




Merrick MacLachlan used it often as a place to meet prospective stonemasons, carpenters, and the like, as the nature of his business required. Such men were not always comfortable in a gentleman’s office, and when it came to his pet projects like Walham Hill, Merrick refused to employ so much as a ditchdigger without eyeing him across a pint of porter or a tot of whisky first.




Merrick was notorious for his insistence on controlling every step of the building process, from the first spade of earth that was turned to the last bit of slate on the roof. Indeed, he did not care to let out any work at all if he could avoid it—even the brick manufacturing, it now seemed, would fall under his purview.




On top of all these more mundane details, Merrick negotiated all the leases and purchases of the land he would build upon. He wined and dined bankers and investors from three continents. And, when it was absolutely unavoidable, he rubbed an elbow or two at a society affair. Those were few and far between, thank God, since most of London’s upper-crust hostesses seemed to fear that Merrick MacLachlan might carry mud in on his boots—or might, God help him, smell of an honest day’s work.




Inside the cool, shadowy interior of the Arms’ taproom, Merrick wasn’t sweating at all. Instead, he was leaned back in his chair, impatiently drumming his fingers on the ancient trestle table. Already he had waved off the serving girl twice. Where the devil was Wynwood, anyway? Merrick hated irresponsibility in any form, and believed tardiness to be its worst incarnation. Then abruptly, he checked himself. He was being unreasonable again. It was not like Wynwood to be late.




Just then, Merrick heard the sounds of a small conveyance pulling up in the Arms’ yard. He got up and peered through a window to see Wynwood leap down from his curricle, toss a coin to the ostler, then start toward the door.




“You are late,” said Merrick, when his friend sat down. “Did no one ever tell you that time is money?”




“Terribly sorry.” The earl was looking, Merrick realized, just a little unwell. “Be a good fellow and send for a bottle of brandy, won’t you?”




“It’s dashed early for that.” But Merrick waved down the serving girl and did so anyway. “Are you perfectly all right?”




He watched as Wynwood’s throat moved up and down. “Well enough, I suppose,” he said. “I came upon an accident near Drayton Gardens. A young girl, plowed down by some lunatic in a phaeton. I think—I think she was trying to cross the road.”




“Dear God! What did you do?”




Lord Wynwood looked into the depths of the public house. “I leapt down, and tried to help,” he said quietly. “But there was no helping her. Her pale blue dress—the blood—it was ghastly. The King’s Road is straight as a stick, Merrick! How could anyone be so careless?”




“I can guess.” Merrick gritted out the words. “Another of our fine Mayfair whips headed out on a lark.”




Wynwood leaned intently across the table. “Do you understand now, Merrick, why I worry about the children? London has grown too dangerous.”




“Aye, it has that.” The brandy came, and Merrick poured then pushed one in Wynwood’s direction. “Drink it. It will settle your nerves.”




Wynwood was silent for a long moment. “I want you to build us a big house, Merrick,” he finally said. “Quickly. A house where the children can still see the trees, and aren’t apt to get mown down by a mail coach. A place where Vivie can have a little peace.”




“Your wife is feeling the strain of her career?” asked Merrick.




Wynwood smiled wryly. “No, to be honest, my wife is feeling the strain of being with child,” he confessed. “But yes, the opera is wearing her thin, too.”




Merrick’s eyes widened. “Congratulations, old chap!”




“We are thrilled, of course,” Wynwood went on. “Her morning sickness has almost passed. But everything else is going wrong. Her lead soprano quit in a temper last week and went back to Milan. Unfortunately, the understudy sounds like a choirboy fending off puberty. Now Vivie’s half-afraid she’s going to have to sing the lead herself—which is what Signor Bergonzi wanted all along anyway.”




“Ah, Bergonzi!” said Merrick. “I rather like your new father-in-law, Wynwood. He is so politely ruthless.”




“I like him, too,” said Wynwood. “But he is a part of the problem.”




“Aye? In what way?”




“He needs space,” said Wynwood. “Music rooms! Parlors! Pianofortes! Merrick, the man has stuffed my smoking parlor full of cellos and violas, and there is an old harpsichord standing on end in the butler’s pantry. Worse, the children have nearly burst the seams of the schoolroom—”




“Schoolroom?” Merrick interjected. “I did not know you had one.”




“Well, it was my billiards room,” Wynwood admitted glumly. “And I should like to have it back someday. ”




“Forget it, old chap. That same misfortune once befell Alasdair.”




Wynwood did not look consoled. “Now Mamma, Henry, and my sister Alice have come down for the season with her three children. Alice is as big as a house herself, and they say she’s likely having twins this time. Merrick, I’m desperate, and in a dreadful rush. Can you not simply knock out a wall between a couple of those terraced houses near the river? I’ll just buy two of the bloody things.”




“That is not a bad notion,” said Merrick. “Why do we not go have a look? You seem to have lost your appetite.”




“What of you?”




“I never had one,” Merrick admitted. “I never eat during the day.”




Wynwood grinned. “Alasdair claims you never eat at all unless you can do so in his dining room,” he said. “But that will be hard to do, old boy, with the bride and groom gone back to Scotland.”




“I finally built myself a house,” Merrick reminded him. “I do have servants.”




“You built a house and stuffed all your employees into it,” Wynwood corrected. “It is not at all the same thing. Alasdair, you do not even have a dining room, last I saw.”




“My draughtsmen have need of it,” Merrick complained.




“I can eat off a tray at my desk. Now, do you mean to come along and look at these bloody houses or not?”




Wynwood shut his mouth, and they set off.




The walk along the river was not a long one, and the breeze blowing in off the Thames helped clear Merrick’s head. The sun was unseasonably warm, and both gentlemen were compelled to loosen their neckcloths. Soon they reached an area of excavation where six sweat-stained men were assiduously digging out a cellar. Adjacent, three masons were mortaring the stone foundation of a second house, and beyond that, carpenters were framing up the skeleton of yet a third. Running up the street beyond them were another ten terraced houses, the next nearer completion than the one before it.




“Good Lord,” said Wynwood, surveying the scene. “This is like a mill without walls—except that you are churning out houses instead of stockings.”




“Just so,” said Merrick. “And therein lies a part of the cost savings—or perhaps I should say profit. Now, do you wish a corner house?”




“I should prefer it, yes.”




“Well, the topmost house has been spoken for,” said Merrick. “Rosenberg sent the papers last week. You will have to wait on these two at the bottom of the hill.”




Wynwood’s face fell. “Blast!” he said. “That house above is perfect.”




“It will take the wind coming off the river,” Merrick warned. “So will be more expensive to heat. Besides, a widow from Yorkshire has already contracted for it.”




Wynwood winked. “Contracted—but not yet taken title, eh?” he said. “Come, Merrick, we are old friends. The heating means nothing to me.”




“Aye, spoken like an Englishman!”




“Besides, you do not even know this woman. What if I paid the costs associated with breaking the contract?”




“My word is my bond,” said Merrick coldly. “Choose another, my friend. Or go back to Belgravia and buy one of those white monstrosities from Tom Cubitt. It is neither here nor there to me.”




“Yes, yes, you are right, of course,” Wynwood had the grace to look embarrassed. “I am just desperate to please my wife. These lower houses are lovely. But they are not even. One will sit a little higher up the hill, will it not?”




“Yes, and I shall use it to good advantage,” said Merrick. “If they are connected by short flights of stairs in the public rooms, it will have the feel of two houses, but there will be a measure of privacy on the upper floors. I can design it such that musical rooms and Bergonzi’s parlor are on one side, and the schoolroom and nursery needs are confined to the other. Two dining rooms, even, if you wish.”




“That sounds perfect.” Wynwood scrubbed a hand thoughtfully along his jaw. “Now, what will the interior look like? I must give Vivie a full report.”




“I can show you the house at the top of the hill.” Merrick extracted a ring of keys from his coat pocket. “Your interior, of course, will be designed to meet your family’s needs. But the millwork, the joinery, the floors and ceilings, all that will be similar unless you wish otherwise.”




There were no workmen near the top of the hill, and the din of construction faded into the distance as they walked. Still, Merrick could hear a muffled banging noise from within the topmost house as they went up the steps. How very odd.




Wynwood turned to Merrick with a quizzical look. “Someone is inside.”




“They damned well oughtn’t be,” said Merrick. “The first coat of paint went on yesterday and has scarce had time to dry.”




The banging did not relent. Merrick twisted the key and went in. Sun glared through the large, undraped windows, leaving the air stifling hot and rendering the smell of paint almost intolerable. At once, he and Wynwood started toward the racket—a side parlor which opened halfway along the central corridor. A tall, slender woman with cornsilk-colored hair stood with her back to them, banging at one of the window frames with the heels of her hands.




Merrick looked at Wynwood. “Excuse me,” he said tightly. “The buyer, I presume.”




“I shall just wander upstairs,” said Wynwood, starting up the staircase. “I wish to size up the bedchambers.”




“Oh, bloody damned hell!” said the woman in the parlor.




Merrick strode into the room. “Good God, stop banging on the windows!”




The woman shrieked, and clapped a hand to her chest. “Oh, my!” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “You nearly gave me heart failure!”




“It would be a less painful end than bleeding to death, I daresay.”




“I beg your pardon?” she said, turning from the window. She was looking not at him, but at the empty paint containers. She gave one a dismissive nudge with the toe of her slipper. But he could see her face now, and inexplicably, his breath hitched.




No. No, he was mistaken.




“The paint sticks the windows shut,” he managed to continue. “They must be razored open, ma’am. And if you persist in pounding at the sash, you’re apt to get a gashed wrist for your trouble.”




“Indeed?” Her eyebrows went up a little haughtily as she tossed him another dismissing glance. For a moment, he could not get his lungs to work. Dear God in heaven.




 No. No, it could not be.




Merrick’s thoughts went skittering like marbles. There must be some mistake. That damned wedding yesterday—that trip to the church—it had disordered his mind.




“Well, I shall keep your brilliant advice in mind,” she finally went on. “Now, this room was to be hung with yellow silk, not painted.” She waved her arm about expansively. “Dare I hope that you are someone who can get that fixed?”




“Perhaps.” Merrick stepped from the shadows and into the room. “I am the owner of this house.”




“Oh, I think not,” she said, her voice low and certain. “I contracted for its purchase on Wednesday last.”




“Yes, from my solicitors, perhaps,” said Merrick. Good God, surely…surely he was wrong. For the first time in a decade, he felt truly unnerved. “I—er, I employ Mr. Rosenberg’s firm to handle such transactions,” he managed to continue. “Pray look closely at your contract. You will see that the seller is MacGregor & Company.”




At last, she turned to fully look at him. Suddenly, her expression of haughty disdain melted into one of grave misgiving. There was a long, uncomfortable silence. “And…and so you would be Mr. MacGregor, then?” she asked breathlessly.




There was more than a question in her words. There was a pleading; a wish to avoid the unavoidable. Her clear green eyes slid down the scar which curved the length of his face. She was not sure. But oh God, he was.




“You look…familiar,” she went on, but her voice was no longer steady. “I am Lady Bessett. Tell me, have—have we met?”




Dear God! Had they met? A sort of nausea was roiling in his stomach now. He could feel the perspiration breaking on his brow. He opened his mouth with no notion of what he was to say. Just then, Wynwood came thundering down the stairs.




“Eight bedchambers, old chap!” The earl’s shouting echoed through the empty house. “So a double would have sixteen, am I right?” He strode into the room, then stopped abruptly. “Oh, I do beg your pardon,” he said, his eyes running over the woman. “My new neighbor, I collect? Pray introduce me.”




Merrick felt as if all his limbs had gone numb. “Yes. Yes, of course.” He lifted one hand by way of introduction. “May I present to you, ma’am, the Earl of Wynwood. Wynwood, this is…this is…” The hand fell in resignation. “This is Madeleine, Quin. This is…my wife.”




The woman’s face had drained of all color. She made a strange little choking sound, and in a blind, desperate gesture, her hand lashed out as if to steady herself. She grasped at nothing but air. Then her knees gave, and she crumpled to the floor in a pool of dark green silk.




“Christ Jesus!” said Wynwood. He knelt, and began to pat at her cheek. “Ma’am, are you all right? Ma’am?”




“No, she is not all right,” said Merrick tightly. “She can’t get her breath. This air—the paint—it must be stifling her. Quick, get back. We must get her air.”




As if she were weightless, Merrick slid an arm under Madeleine’s knees, then scooped her into his arms. A few short strides, and they were outside in the dazzling daylight.




“Put her in the grass,” Wynwood advised. “Good God, Merrick! Your wife ? I thought—thought she was dead! Or—or gone off to India! Or some damned thing!”




“Rome, I believe,” said Merrick. “Apparently, she has come back.”
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