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Chapter One

August 1817, London

Lord Sheridan Zouche was having trouble with his linen. A thin, damp fog wreaked havoc with his cravat, to say nothing of the sorry state of his collar. Grimacing, he plucked at the wilting material.

“Devil take it,” he muttered. “Anyone know if Dewhurst carries a looking glass in his bag?” he called out. “On second thought, no. Perhaps it’s better if I don’t know how shabby I appear.”

“Where the hell do you think you are?” snapped the giant at his side. Norman Wynford-Scott jostled Sheri’s shoulder with an oversized paw. “For once in your life, would you be serious?”

Witnessing the normally unflappable man in a veritable lather did wonders for Sheri’s spirits. “Right you are,” he said, leaving his neckcloth to its fate. He spun sharply on boots freshly blackened and polished with champagne to an immaculate shine and addressed the remaining occupants of his coach. “Step lively, lads. This way. Hop to.”

Henry De Vere clambered out, rubbing sleep from his deep-green eyes. “Shouldn’t be chipper at this ungodly hour. It’s deuced rude.” To their immediate north, the Thames was a hard, steel gray in the pre-dawn gloaming. Henry’s jaw cracked on a yawn.

“The secret is not to go to bed. At least,” Sheri said with a smile, “not to sleep.”

Glowering darkly, Henry muttered invective against the menace of confirmed bachelors. Married just two weeks ago, he’d spent most of the ride through Mayfair and Chelsea grousing at Sheridan for robbing him of his domestic comforts.

The last occupant of the coach, Harrison Dyer, descended from the carriage with a long, flat box tucked under one arm and a grim set to his stubbled jaw. “Tyrrel is here ahead of us.” He indicated with his chin the black carriage at the far end of Battersea Fields.

Two men stood near the vehicle while a third, solitary figure, dim in the gray mist, paced a short distance away. A distinctive limp identified the man as Lord Tyrrel. The orange ember of a cigarillo intensified, then faded, as Tyrrel drew on it.

“I’ll speak to his men.” Harrison clapped Sheri’s back and strode to meet the seconds of the offended party.

It had been deuced bad luck that Tyrrel walked into his wife’s bedchamber two nights ago. The man hadn’t been expected back from his hunting trip for another week, and he’d not made so much as a peep as he entered the house. It was well known that her ladyship had a string of paramours over the last five years, of whom Sheri was just the most recent.

Having already spent several nights together, Sheri and Sybil had moved beyond the fundamentals of coitus and were becoming a little more creative in their bed play. That particular evening had involved various foodstuffs. Sybil had been lying on her stomach, and Sheri had scooped dollops of blancmange in a line down the column of her spine. Naked and aroused, he’d been poised above her on hands and knees, licking and nibbling his way up her back, at the moment her husband entered the room.

Sybil had gasped and started to move, setting all the bits of dessert to quivering like frightened baby bunnies. Perhaps he lacked some vital instinct for survival, Sheri reflected, or maybe he was just too accustomed to his dissipated pastimes. In any event, when Lord Tyrrel happened upon them, Sheri didn’t make a run for his breeches; rather, he’d laid a calming hand on Sybil’s haunch and met the furious, shocked glare of his host with a steady, amused gaze. Then he’d offered the man a spoon.

He was more than a bit nonplussed over being the instrument by which Tyrrel chose to restore his manly honor.

A dull rumble announced the approach of another carriage. Within seconds, a hackney coach pulled in behind Sheri’s equipage, and Brandon Dewhurst hopped out, surgery bag in hand.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. He spoke to the driver, then joined Sheri, Norman, and Henry. After another moment, Harrison returned from his tête-à-tête with Tyrrel’s representatives. In the center of their protective ring, Sheri slowly turned to meet the eyes of each man. He couldn’t help but feel a lump of gratitude in his chest.

Tasked with naming his seconds for the duel, Sheri had quickly dispatched notes to his tight-knit group of friends, the Honorables. They’d been drinking companions at Oxford, meeting frequently at The Hog’s Teeth tavern, facing the crucible of those final steps into adulthood around a rough-hewn table. “The Honorables” derived from the fact that though each man was the scion of an aristocratic family, none of them would inherit a title. They were each The Honorable Mr. So-and-so.

Technically, he, Lord Sheridan, second son of the Marquess of Lothgard, was not honorable—literally and figuratively—but courtesy title notwithstanding, he was legally a Mister, just like his friends.

Now, on the dueling ground of Battersea Fields, Sheri had never felt the appropriateness of the name more. Pressing a hand to his chest, Sheri bowed. “Thank you all for coming, gentlemen.”

Henry lifted his hat and swiped a hand through his hair. “Was that a note of sincerity I detected? Don’t tell us you’re actually worried.”

“He should be,” Norman snapped. “Tyrrel is reputed to be a crack shot.” Standing well over six and a half feet tall, the large man’s disapproval seemed to fall quite a distance before it reached Sheri.

With a dismissive flick of his hand, Sheri scoffed. “How good could he be? He returned home early from his trip. I’d wager he challenged me after already having been bested by every beast in Scotland, who laughed him over the border with his tail ’twixt his legs.”

Crossing his arms, Norman muttered, “Unless he came home early because he shot them all and had nothing left to do.”

Squinting at the lightening sky, Harrison said, “Nothing to fear, Norm. Tyrrel intends to shoot wide. It’s satisfaction he wants, not blood. Our Lothario will be seducing the ladies tonight.” His brandy eyes flicked to Sheri. “It’s time.”

Brandon held up a hand. “Just a moment.” He produced a flask from the inside pocket of his great coat and unscrewed the cap. “A dollop of Dutch courage.”

Sheri took a swig of the gin. Nerves he would never admit to had kept him awake for nearly twenty-four hours, so he appreciated the stringent vapor of juniper that curled up the back of his nose and sharpened his focus.

After passing the drink around, the circle broke up. Harrison met Tyrrel’s second at the weapons table to inspect and load the pistols, while Brandon took a position off to the side, surgery bag at the ready. Norman loped to the center of the field and fished out a handkerchief, as Henry and Tyrrel’s other man paced off the distance.

With all the fellows busy at their appointed tasks, Sheri was left alone. A pang of loneliness, or maybe nostalgia, ached in his chest. Turning so the others couldn’t see him, he fumbled at his waist to detach the fob that secured his omnipresent quizzing glass to his person by means of a silver chain. The silver fob was round, a little larger than a guinea, and puffed like a delicate sea biscuit. Embellished with the Zouche family crest, the fob reflected the weak morning light in undulating gray lines.

Pressing his thumbnail into a recess on the edge, Sheri popped the fob open, revealing a miniature portrait of a young girl, which he cradled in his palm. She smiled at him shyly, her lively brown eyes hinting at impishness. Not for the first time, Sheri felt a rush of gratitude to the portraitist who had managed so perfectly to capture the way Grace’s lower lip curled over her teeth when she smiled and the stubborn lick of brown hair that liked to escape her ribbons.

“Miss you, Grace,” he said as he always did, as he always had done. Miss you, Sheri! she used to call back when he took his leave of her cottage. She hadn’t mastered many words in her twelve years, but those three had always rung out clear and true.

“I won’t ask if you’ve got any sway up there,” he murmured. “I don’t suppose I’ve a single favor to call in, even if you had. But if you could spare a few moments to be with me now, I’d be much obliged. You’d laugh yourself silly at the scrape I’ve gotten myself into this time, Grace, you really would. So maybe linger a bit for the entertainment, if nothing else.” He smiled sadly, a poor imitation of the expression captured in the tiny portrait. “And if things go badly here, then we’ll see each other soon. We’ll play snakes and ladders, all right?”

“Sheridan!” called Henry.

Sheri snapped the fob shut and returned it to its place on his waistcoat, then went to his mark.

Twelve paces away, Tyrrel joined Sheri on the field of honor. The challenger gave Sheri a long, hard stare.

Beneath the other man’s scrutiny, a vague feeling of embarrassment stole through Sheridan at being caught up in something as sordid as a duel. In his long, storied career of fornicating, this was the first time he’d been called out. On the surface, it seemed remarkable that after sleeping with dozens of married women he’d not once been called to task for it, but Sheri was meticulous about discretion. He was interested only in seeking pleasure with enthusiastic partners, not in causing trouble for the women he bedded, their lawful husbands, or—most importantly—himself.

Inside his kid gloves, which he’d purchased for the occasion of his first duel, Sheri’s palms began to perspire.

The seconds broke away from the weapons table, each making for their respective principal. Harrison held the gun—one of the two he always carried about his own person—across his flat palms and presented it to Sheri.

It didn’t look like much. The stock was fashioned of dark wood, with a brass cap on the end of the handle he supposed would be good for coshing one’s opponent over the head, should one’s shot go astray. The barrel, he believed it was called, was simple and unadorned.

“You get the lucky one,” Harrison said. “This is the same pistol Brandon used to put an end to the scoundrel who abducted Mrs. Dewhurst.”

That had been last fall, back when Mrs. Dewhurst was still Miss Robbins. Sheri had a particular fondness for Mrs. Dewhurst. Maybe the gun that had defended her life would, indeed, serve him well. He would take all the help he could get right now.

Gingerly, he took the thing in his hand. It was heavier than he’d expected. “I just depress this lever here, do I?”

Harrison snorted. When Sheri didn’t respond in kind, the man’s eyes widened. “Tell me you know how to shoot a gun, Zouche.”

“Never touched one before in my life.”

“What?” Harrison blurted. “How … ?” He cut himself off with a sharp gesture. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter.” Turning in a tight circle, he blew his lips out in exasperation before leaning in to hiss, “Why the devil did you choose pistols if you’ve never fired one? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Raising a russet brow, Sheri ticked off items on his fingers. “My other option was fencing, which: One, takes too damned long. Two, I do not engage in exercise resulting in effusive perspiration before three o’clock. Three, I’ve a distaste for practicing fancy footwork with another man—I prefer my dancing partners to be female. Four, it’s piratical and uncivilized in these modern times. And five, I plan to delope, in any event. I tupped the man’s wife, which he and I and everyone else knows. Drawing his blood would only further humiliate the poor bastard. Let Tyrrel have his tantrum, and then we can all tell him what a fine, brave boy he is and return to our own beds.”

Harrison tipped his head into his hand. A heavy sigh poured from him. “Yes, Sheridan, you just depress the little lever. Be sure to point the gun well away from your own foot.”

The seconds cleared the field. Norman stood between the combatants and to the side. He rattled off the rules of the duel. Then he raised his arm, holding aloft a white handkerchief.

Tyrrel turned to the side, his right foot leading. Sheri imitated the stance.

Norman released the scrap of material. It seemed to be a long time in falling.

Lord Tyrrel lifted his arm, gun pointed skyward.

Sheri’s abdomen released a knot of anxiety he hadn’t known he’d been holding. He pointed his own weapon to the ground, at a forty-five-degree angle away from Tyrrel.

The handkerchief alighted on the dew-silvered grass.

With the lightest squeeze of Sheri’s finger, his pistol erupted. The noise slammed into his ear with the force of a pugilist’s fist. A gout of turf spurted into the air much closer to Sheri’s feet than he’d intended, startling the hell out of him. Bluish-white smoke snaked from the gun to mingle with the thinning morning fog.

“Oh, my god!” screeched a feminine voice. “I’m come too late!”

All heads swung to the woman bearing down upon them, one hand anchoring her fashionable hat in place, the other lifting the skirts of her perfectly en mode dress free of the damp grass.

“Tyrrel,” Sybil cried, “did you kill him? I’ll never forgive you if you did.” This dramatic declaration despite Sheridan standing not ten feet away from her, whole and unharmed.

The pretty woman stopped at his side, chest heaving in a manner calculated to draw attention to her generous bosom. “My love, you’re all right!” Looping her arm through Sheri’s, she cast a scornful look on her husband. “I’m leaving you, Tyrrel. Lord Sheridan and I are eloping.”

This was news to Sheridan.

“Is that so?” came the aggrieved reply from down the field.

“My lady,” Sheri murmured, “might we discuss this at a more convenient time? Perhaps when your husband and I are not locked in a contest of honor?”

Her pale brows drew together; she tightened her grip on him. “But, Chère, I love you so. No man has ever made me feel like you do.” She shouted down the field, “Do you hear that, Tyrrel? Lord Sheridan satisfies me in ways your dull, little brain could never imagine! And as for your—”

“Sybil,” Sheri hissed. He shook her once, trying to silence her goading. “Stop it. Now.”

“—no larger than my thumb and veers to the right, but Chère’s endowed perfectly.” She laughed, loud and jeering. “Why, our infant son has more in his clout than you’ve in your drawers.”

A choked sound pulled Sheri’s attention back down the field, to the man who had not yet taken his shot. Twelve paces away, Tyrrel’s mouth twisted in a bitter sneer. He lowered his arm, training his pistol on the adulterous pair.

Instinctively moving to shield the woman, Lord Sheridan Zouche perceived the flash of Tyrrel’s shot an instant before the bullet hit him.

• • •

That night, Sheri lay on his stomach, lengthwise, across an ottoman bench in the bedchamber of his rooms in Upper Brook Street. His arms dangled to either side. The fingers of his left hand curled lightly around the club foot at the bottom of a walnut cabriole leg, while the fingers of the other grazed the page of the book open on the floor beneath him. He read with his chin propped on the generous cushioning, but the entertainment did little to distract him. His manservant, French, had set a snifter and bottle of brandy on a silver tray on the floor, in easy reach of his wounded employer. The air was lightly perfumed by the handful of bouquets he’d received—along with a veritable hillock of notes—from various women of his acquaintance, expressing shock and dismay at the news of his injury and wishes for a speedy recovery.

Beneath a bandage Brandon had wound about his hips, the stitched gunshot wound throbbed—even the silk of his dressing gown felt heavy on his sensitive skin. Thank God Sheri had only been grazed, but the gash burned like the very devil. He reached for his glass and propped up on an elbow, wincing at the sudden, sharp pain that darted down his leg.

He returned his beverage to the tray and closed his eyes, his cheek resting on the cushion. Sheri couldn’t remember ever hurting so much. Not that he’d imagined being shot would be a lark, but neither had he anticipated the painful throbbing that enveloped most of the right side of his body.

Brandon had left him some laudanum, but Sheri didn’t want to take it unless the pain became unbearable. So far, his discomfort fell somewhere between terrible and beastly. Nothing he couldn’t live through.

He wished he had some company—female, preferably. Idly, he wondered what his friend Elsa, Lady Fay, was doing this evening. The beautiful young widow never failed to liven his spirits.

As if in answer to his wish, his door slammed against the wall—but it wasn’t Elsa come to minister to his wounds. Sheri’s eyes popped open in time to see his older brother striding into the room, with French trotting just behind him.

“The Marquess of Lothgard,” called the harried servant.

“Thank you, French,” Sheri drawled. “If you’d be so good, perhaps a preparation of the medication Mr. Dewhurst recommended? I sense the imminent approach of a rather large pain.”

French nodded and backed out of the room.

The marquess stopped several feet short of the ottoman. Sheri lazily pulled his gaze up his brother’s form, noting, with a touch of envy, the fine breeches gracing his lordship’s limbs. Sheri’s new pantaloons had been a casualty of the morning’s carnage—a senseless death.

He craned his neck to meet his sibling’s thunderous expression. Eli’s brown hair was a shade darker than Sheridan’s, and his eyes almost black to Sheri’s coffee-hued irises. The elder Zouche folded his arms across his broad chest, straining the shoulder seams of his evening coat. Every line of his noble form bristled with a sense of umbrage.

“Evening, Lothgard,” Sheri said. “Kind of you to blow in for a visit.”

His brother tapped a manicured finger against the opposite elbow. “It’s all over Town that you were shot in the arse this morning.”

“I did suffer an indignity to my fundament, it’s true. However, the injury is not life-threatening, so you may put away your smelling salts.”

Eli scoffed. “More’s the pity. They say you deloped.”

Sheri, silent, returned his gaze to his book.

“And that Lady Tyrrel made quite the memorable entrance.”

When Sheri still made no response, his brother’s toes appeared in his line of sight. Eli kicked Sheri’s book, sending it skittering across the rug. “Blast it, Sheridan, look at me when I’m speaking to you.”

Propping on his elbows, Sheri lifted a brow. “Shades of Pater,” he remarked. “How many times did I hear just those words before the strap landed on my backside?”

Eli’s face—much like Sheri’s, but fuller, the skin slightly loose about the jaw, now that he was approaching forty—reddened. “Perhaps you should have better heeded our father’s lessons. Not only did you bed a man’s wife, you once more insulted his honor by refusing him a proper duel, and then making a scene with his wife! You may as well have spit in his face.” The marquess’s hands clenched and released at his sides. The heavy gold signet ring adorning the fourth finger of his right hand caught the light of a nearby candelabrum, flashing a rich yellow. “You’re thirty years old, Sheridan. When will you behave like a grown man?”

Slowly, and with no small degree of discomfort, Sheri rolled onto his side and rose. He stood an inch shy of Eli’s six feet, and he felt the disadvantage of being in a state of undress while the marquess was exquisitely garbed. Still, Sheridan was younger than his brother by nearly a decade, and for all his lackadaisical airs, he kept his body in prime condition with an hour of vigorous exercise each day—his preferred activities of dancing and bedding women depended upon physical stamina, after all. If Eli thought to intimidate him with paternalistic chiding, he would soon find Sheri was not so easily cowed.

“What masculine accomplishments do I lack, brother? Should I have cut Tyrrel down, as our sire would have done? Pray, enlighten me.”

The hard lines around Eli’s mouth softened a fraction. “Dammit, Sheridan,” he muttered. With a heavy sigh, he retrieved the book he’d abused and idly flipped through the pages.

When Eli spoke again, his voice sounded altered, as though he parted with the words unwillingly. “When I heard about the duel,” he said, “my first thought was how you’d always refused to touch a gun, and I wondered if you hadn’t managed to shoot yourself in the rump.”

“I had a quick course in handling the thing.”

Eli snapped the book shut and met his younger brother’s eyes. “You’ve become an embarrassment, Sheridan.”

“The gossip will blow over in a few days, Lothgard.”

“Not just the duel.” Lothgard grimaced. “Deborah”—his wife—“tells me the ladies all call you Chère …”

Sheri couldn’t suppress a smile at the mention of his French nickname amongst many of the ton’s ladies. “It’s just a silly little—”

“While I’ve heard the men,” Lothgard continued, “call you Share. Share Zouche.”

Sheri shifted his weight to his left foot. The right side of his body throbbed. “Honestly, that one is undeserved. There was only the one time.” He frowned. “No, twice. But everyone involved had a fine time … Oh, I suppose there was a third occasion, but there was a great deal of drinking involved that particular night …”

His glib recitation tapered off as Lothgard’s face grew more and more pained with every word. He didn’t look angry anymore, just … disappointed.

A ripple of defensiveness coursed through Sheri. How dare Lothgard come in here and moralize at him?

“Your reputation is abysmal,” Lothgard said. “You are known only for your sexual exploits, rather than for anything of worth.”

Sheri crossed his arms. “I contribute a great deal of worth, Lothgard. In fact, had Tyrrel walked into that room an hour earlier and witnessed the act his wife begged me to perform with a cucumber, he’d have thanked me for sparing him the task.” He lifted his chin. “I should receive the Royal Guelphic Order for keeping Lady Tyrrel contained to her own boudoir while his lordship was away, rather than letting her menace an unsuspecting male populace.”

Lothgard drew back. Squeezing his eyes shut, he pressed his third finger between his brows, as though suffering the headache.

Feeling the beginnings of victory, Sheri stooped over for his glass of brandy. Offering his brother a silent toast, Sheri brought the glass to his mouth.

“I didn’t want to do this, but you leave me no choice.”

Pausing with the snifter at his lips, Sheri raised a brow.

His brother opened the door. “French, please bring her ladyship here.”

Sheri stiffened. “You didn’t.”

His brother smiled evilly. “I did.”

“Elijah?” said a gentle, uncertain voice.

Sheri groaned. Just like that, he was defeated.

“Here, darling.” Hopping into action like a footman, the marquess held the door wide to admit French escorting a petite woman. When she saw Sheri, her big brown eyes instantly filled.

“Oh, Sheridan!” She approached him in a rustle of evening silks, one gloved hand pressed to her cheek.

Delicate of health and guileless as a calf, his sister-in-law, Deborah, had always been a great favorite of his. Eleven years ago, when Sheri couldn’t tell Eli’s infant twins apart and suggested, in all seriousness, that they tattoo the boys’ names onto the bottoms of their feet, Lothgard had erupted and called him a buffoon. Deborah had merely laughed her tinkling fairy laugh and tied different-colored ribbons about the babies’ ankles until their uncle could distinguish them. Ever since, Sheri had doted on the woman.

“Pray, do not fret, Deborah,” he said, gently squeezing her hand to reassure her of his vitality. “Tyrrel missed my heart by a mile. I may lose my leg yet,” he joked, “but you can be sure I’ll have the most fashionable peg leg in London. Something silver-plated and gold-tipped, I imagine, engraved with scrollwork, possibly set with rubies and sapphires. Or maybe I’ll allow some promising artist to paint it with a masterpiece that follows me wherever I go. It would be the latest sensation—wearable art for amputees. I predict wounded soldiers will soon be clamoring to have their wooden limbs frescoed with depictions of their battlefield heroics. What do you think?”

In a tense, silent moment, Deborah’s lower lip quivered while the water level in her eyes rose to alarming heights before the flood finally spilled over the dam of her lids. She emitted only a small, plaintive whimper, worse by far than a loud show of distress. She did nothing to stem the flow of tears down her face, only stood there and quietly cried, her eyes still locked on Sheri’s.

Lothgard wrapped his wife in his arms and drew her away from his brother, glaring accusingly at Sheri over her head while making soothing sounds.

A hot coil of guilt twisted in Sheri’s gut. “Forgive me, Deborah. I was simply making light of the situation, which, obviously, was the incorrect course.” He raised a hand, then let it fall uselessly to his side.

Deborah lifted her face and wiped her nose on a handkerchief Elijah had provided. “I can take no more, Sheridan,” she said in a watery voice. “Anyone else, I’d know they were funning, but you very well might go out and have some gaudy false leg made and parade it all around Town, flaunting the fact that you’d lost your leg in a duel with your lover’s husband.

“Do you never think of your nephews, Sheridan? What kind of example are you setting for them?”

His ass throbbed, and that hot coil twisted tighter, pinching his innards. He dropped onto the ottoman, sucking a breath through his teeth at the flare of pain. His discomfort was making him cross. “It was a jest,” he ground out. “What would the twins know about it, anyway?” Sheri demanded. “I don’t make a habit of discussing my private affairs with your offspring, my lady; do you?”

His eleven-year-old nephews were called Crispin and Webb. Sheri had thus far refrained from telling Eli and Deborah that he’d always thought the boys’ monikers sounded like the name of a legal partnership. He could very nearly see the engraved brass plate now: Crispin & Webb, Solicitors at Law. In his current state, he very nearly let loose out of spite.

The marchioness swayed on her feet. Eli helped her to a chair. Never possessed of a strong constitution to begin, the twins’ birth had very nearly killed Deborah, and she’d never quite recovered from the ordeal. She passed her days navigating from one resting spot to another. Pain was her constant companion; any activity more strenuous than a sedate stroll was beyond her, but she put on her sweet smile and did her best to move about in Society. Sheri was glad he’d kept his spiteful remark between his teeth and was sorry he’d ever thought to lash out at her.

Husband and wife exchanged a look. “Things have not gone well, I take it?” Deborah asked.

Hands clasped behind his back, Lothgard once more looked the formidable nobleman. His nose sliced a negative through the air. “Sheridan won’t hear a word I say.”

“He’s always gone his own way.”

Lothgard blew out a snort. “Down the devil’s highway, more like.”

“I worry about your mother, too—what must she make of all this?”

There they went again, treating Sheridan like a recalcitrant child, speaking as though he were not in the same room.

“Our mother,” he interjected, “is too busy kicking up her heels in Bath to pay any heed to London gossip. If I have in any way discombobulated her, you can be sure she’ll let me know.”

“Yes, you can be sure she will.” Eli stood behind Deborah’s chair and rested his hand on her shoulder. “Both of us wrote to her today.”

“What, both of you? One missive wasn’t enough?”

Deborah parted her hands in her lap. “We wished to assure your lady mother that we were aware of the situation.”

“And that we would handle it,” Eli pronounced down the length of his aristocratic nose.

“Handle?” Sheri echoed. “How must I be handled?”

In her soft, soft voice, Deborah said, “You must marry, Sheridan.”

For a while, no one spoke. In the silence, the aroma of flowers became oppressive. Sheri’s head began aching in earnest, his skull beating in sympathy with the angry pulse of his wound. He wanted that laudanum, after all.

He opened his mouth to formulate an argument, but the marquess cut him dead with a look. “Your days of indulging your every base desire are at an end, Sheridan. If it were just myself, I’d cut you loose and let you fornicate your way through all of England.” At his wife’s gasp, he winced. “Sorry, my dear,” he hastily apologized. “But it’s not just me,” he went on, addressing his brother once more. “It’s Mother, and Deborah, and the boys. You’re ruining our family’s name and causing them embarrassment. Deborah has persuaded me to grant you one last chance: if you wish to remain an acknowledged member of this family, you will do your duty and wed.”

Damn Elijah!

Knowing there would be no winning with his brother, Sheridan turned to his sister-in-law. “Sister,” he began, his tone conciliatory, “please forgive me for causing you any shred of humiliation. You know I’d never willingly do you harm.”

The woman’s lower lip trembled. She made a little, muffled sound.

Sheri went to where she sat and, repressing his own whimper, knelt before her like a penitent seeking absolution. He took her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. Her nose reddened. “I see now that things have gotten out of hand. I’d no idea Lady Tyrrel would make such a to-do this morning, and I recognized at once that there would be scandal. I see now, though, that this is not the first time my behavior has brought you grief, is it?”

Sniffling, Deborah shook her head. “Oh, Sheridan, if you’d heard what the ladies all say. Half of them think you’re the Lord’s gift to womankind, while the other half think you’re the devil incarnate. No matter which side they fall on, every one of them loves nothing better than swapping tales about you: Where will Chère Zouche be tonight? Who is he wooing now? Have you seen his new coat? Can you credit the way he looked at Lady Whistleton at the ball? Do you suppose he’s taken her to bed? It never ends!” She cast a hurt look at the flowers arrayed around the room, stand-ins for the women who’d subjected her to their tattle.

“Well, it ends now,” he vowed, squeezing her hand and gazing earnestly into her eyes. “There’s no need to bring marriage into things; I will be a reformed man without all that, I swear.”

Deborah shook her head. “I pity you, Sheridan—truly, I do. You’re missing out on the good things in life, and you don’t even realize it. Goodness knows you love women and they love you right back, but we’re nothing more to you than …” A fierce blush flooded her face. “Bed partners,” she finished in a whisper.

“That isn’t so,” he protested. The pain in his flank drove him to hands and knees, his face almost to the rug, so that now he was practically groveling at Deborah’s feet. “I live to make women happy—not just that way, either. Don’t look at me like that,” he yelled. “Your pity is insufferable.”

His affairs had been for the pleasure of the women he bedded—his own, too, naturally—but he’d never once touched a woman selfishly. A woman’s pleasure was Sheridan’s greatest joy. To think that all the time he’d been pleasuring women in his bed, he’d been hurting Deborah every bit as much.

A guttural moan vibrated in his throat. Perspiration damped his hairline.

“Perhaps we should take our leave, my dear,” said Eli.

Yes, Sheridan cried to himself. Begone, and take your witch of guilt with you. It was just the pain that had his mind in such a muddle, he assumed. Once he felt better, his mind would set itself to rights.

“Sheridan?” Deborah’s hand touched his chest. Sheri’s eyes opened; he found he was laying on the floor, his sister-in-law crouched beside him.

“Deborah,” he rasped. “I’m so sorry. Every bit of unhappiness I caused you, I wish I could take it for myself.”

She smiled sadly. “I think you shall.” She took his hand. “Don’t you love me, Sheridan?”

“You’re the sister I always wanted,” he replied in a rough voice. Grace was never far from his thoughts. “I couldn’t have picked a better sister for myself. I’m grateful every day that Elijah chose you.”

Her angelic smile was a blessing. His eyes started to drift closed. I really must summon French with that medicine.

“Do you acknowledge that you have caused me a great deal of social embarrassment with your indiscreet behavior?”

“Of course, darling, I already did.”

“And would you like to make it up to me?”

“If I can, certainly.” There were several jewelers Sheri patronized when he needed to make amends with a woman. Through the haze of pain, he wondered whether Deborah would prefer a new fan or a pearl bracelet.

Her face filled his vision as she leaned over him. Sheridan sensed the bulk of Elijah behind her, physically supporting his wife. “Then get married, Sheridan. You’ve made every woman in the ton happy, and now it’s my turn. Find a wife. Tell me you will, Sheridan. You’ve never once broken your word to me. Tell me you’ll marry and be a good husband and stop your wicked sinning.”

“Yes, Deborah, I shall marry.”

A moment later they were gone, and Sheri was on the floor, gutted and raw by the promise he’d made. He wouldn’t go back on his word to Deborah—not ever. It would be the end of any relationship Sheri hoped to have with his brother and nephews in the future—not to mention with Deborah herself.

Even now, the flowers and letters filling his chamber, which had marked the happiest part of his life, were the funereal arrangements for that same time of life. It was over. Gone. Dead.

Sheri would marry.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, a rallying thought: hadn’t he always been prepared for this eventuality? In Case of Crisis, Wed ...

Sheridan stiffened. Yes, he would have a happy bride in no time.

Quickly, he rose to his feet. And just as quickly collapsed on the ottoman. His leg felt like hot, liquid lead. “French,” he bellowed. “The laudanum. Now.”

He might not have a happy bride in no time. But soon, he thought, rubbing his hand over the battered rump. Soon.


Chapter Two

Three weeks later

If this was Home, Arcadia wanted nothing to do with it.

This place, this England her mother had rhapsodized about, was all wrong.

To begin, it was cold. Arcadia had arrived yesterday morning and had been shivering ever since. She’d stepped off the boat on legs as wobbly as a newborn foal’s—still weak from the fever and stomach illness that had plagued her since somewhere off the coast of Spain—and into a drizzly atmosphere possessed of the kind of cool dampness that seeped all the way down to her bones. Not even the carriage rug draped across her lap warded off her tremors.

From her seat in the landau, she gazed listlessly across Hyde Park, her hands pressing the comforting weight of her reticule to her tender stomach in an attempt to still its roiling. This was the park that had captured her mother’s imagination, this alien place with its gloomy sky and acres of faded grass and balding trees? For this, the landscape equivalent of dirty dishwater, Arcadia had left India?

“Put your arms down, child,” fussed her aunt, Lady Delafield. “Clutching yourself so will make everyone think you’re ill.” Her ladyship’s pinch-mouthed disapproval was echoed by the black, beady-eyed stare of the stuffed partridge perched in her turban.

“I am ill,” Arcadia protested, “and cold.”

She didn’t add it to her litany of complaints, but she was also dreadfully uncomfortable in her new, ill-fitting clothes. Papa never would have forced her into this suffocating costume. Back on the station in the mofussil, she’d worn saris suited to the Indian climate—unless they were visited by other members of the Raj, of course, in which case Arcadia had donned something approximating English dress. Now, however, she was encased in numerous layers of undergarments and even a corset. Before this morning, she had never even seen a corset. She’d thought Poorvaja, her ayah, was playing a trick on her when she showed Arcadia the contraption and said Lady Delafield expected her to wear it beneath her clothes. Arcadia had peered incredulously at the woman, but Poorvaja had simply shrugged.

Her aunt sniffed. “Nonsense. You’re simply suffering seasickness-in-reverse from being on land for the first time in months. It will pass in a day or two. September is our warmest time of year! You couldn’t possibly be cold.”

Behind her, Arcadia heard an indelicate snort. She didn’t turn around, but could very well picture the look on the face of Poorvaja, who was riding beside a groom on the hard bench behind them. Arcadia might well attribute her chill to her persistent ailment, except Poorvaja had likewise relentlessly cursed the temperature—and she was as healthy as an ox.

Their open carriage stopped while Lady Delafield exchanged greetings with a gentleman on horseback.

“Niece, you are in luck!” Lady Delafield exclaimed. “Here is Sir Godwin Prickering, one of our foremost literary talents. Sir Godwin, allow me to present my niece, Miss Parks, lately of Hyderabad, India.”

The thin man wore a scarlet neckcloth. Against his snowy shirt, it looked like a gash across his throat. Arcadia fought to repress a shudder. From his saddle, the man made a slight bow. “Your servant, Miss Parks,” he said in a lazy drawl.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir,” she replied.

“How cheering it is to have an English rose returned to her native soil—although you have certainly flourished in the …” His compliment trailed away as he finally took a good look at her, undoubtedly seeing her pale, sickly cast, perhaps even wondering at how she looked like an uncooked goat sausage.

When the landau lurched into motion again, Arcadia’s stomach clenched alarmingly. She closed her eyes; watching the scenery just exacerbated her nausea.

As they rolled on, Lady Delafield leaned over. “On no account should you have anything to do with that scribbler. Pity you did not come six months ago,” her ladyship tutted. “Had you been here during the Season, we might have—no, we mightn’t have,” she interrupted herself, pulling upright and sighing. “No good ever came of false regrets.” Arcadia cracked an eye to see her aunt glowering into the middle distance, her scythe of a nose looming over hollow cheeks. “Your father should have sent you to us when you were much younger, as dear Lucretia wished to do. You’d have been properly educated and groomed to catch a fine husband. With your dowry and connections, you could have had a lord. Now, we must set our sights much lower. Although not as low as a poet, I daresay.”

Lady Delafield had taken it into her head that her niece had come to London for the purpose of finding an English husband. Arcadia needn’t have left India to accomplish that feat. The Raj teemed with eligible men in want of wives. Despite the remoteness of her father’s post, Englishmen started visiting the station on specious claims of East India Company business soon after Arcadia’s sixteenth birthday. By then, her mother was long dead, and her father, Sir Thaddeus Parks, had no mind to see his only child—his only remaining blood relative—removed to Delhi or Bombay by a husband. When other Company factors came to stay, Sir Thaddeus sent Arcadia to Poorvaja’s family in a nearby village, summoning his daughter again only after the threat of courtship had gone.

The sky steadily dimmed as the team of four horses paraded them around Hyde Park in lonely splendor. The side-to-side rocking of the landau made Arcadia’s insides slosh. Her head pounded; perspiration beaded on her temples.

“You can’t imagine the great sea of people one meets in the park during the fashionable hour in the Season.” Lady Delafield sat a little straighter, warming to her subject. “Anyone worth knowing is here. One still meets friends this time of year, to be sure, but nothing like the crowds to be found in the spring. The air is positively thick with consequence!”

For a few fleeting seconds, Lady Delafield’s stern features became animated, peeling years off her age. Her enthusiasm in describing the social hour reminded Arcadia so much of her mother, she felt a pang of grief she’d not experienced in many years. Her chest constricted painfully. Combined with the unease in her middle and the rhythmic aching of her head, she feared she really might be sick right here in Lady Delafield’s fine landau.

“Aunt,” she said, wrapping the cord of her reticule around her gloved hand, “my stomach … I think I’m going to vomit.”

Her aunt’s mouth popped open on a gasp. “Don’t say such an indelicate thing,” she hissed. “And in public, too! Your father truly did let you go native, didn’t he? Have you no refinement?” She leaned back in her seat, moisture welling in her eyes. The partridge on her turban eyed Arcadia dolefully. “I can’t credit such a thing—my own niece! Oh, my poor sister must be turning in her grave.” Waving a hand, she called, “Coachman, stop!”

While Lady Delafield indulged in the third fit of the vapors she’d had since clapping eyes on her niece’s “sun-spoiled” complexion yesterday, Arcadia half-fell from the carriage and staggered to a convenient knot of shrubbery a short distance away, where she fell to her knees and emptied the contents of her stomach.

In the aftermath, she felt lightheaded with exhaustion. A hand settled on her back. Blinking her bleary eyes, Arcadia saw the silhouette of a woman in a bonnet and startled.

“Hush, Jalanili,” said the familiar voice calling her by the familiar nickname. “It’s only me.” Crouching beside her, Poorvaja produced a handkerchief from her apron pocket and patted Arcadia’s mouth. Her berry-brown lips quirked. “I look as foolish in these ridiculous clothes as you do, eh?” She swept a hand down the front of her new English dress.

Her mind still muddled, Arcadia peered at the woman who had been her wet nurse as an infant, then the nurse and governess of her childhood, and now her lady’s maid and companion. Poorvaja’s dear face featured in her earliest memories, and although the Indian woman was only fourteen years her senior, the ayah had, in many ways, been more of a mother to Arcadia than Lucretia Parks. Suddenly swamped with emotion, Arcadia threw her arms around Poorvaja and burst into tears. “I want to go home,” she cried.

Poorvaja let out a little oof when Arcadia hit her, thumping down on her backside. Then her strong arms wrapped about Arcadia’s shoulders. “There, there, Jalanili. We’ve only just arrived! This is your country, your people.”

Arcadia shook her head in the crook of her ayah’s neck, feeling once more like a child in need of comforting. “Not my country. India is my country. That’s where I belong. I don’t know why I agreed to come here.”

With a long sigh, Poorvaja helped Arcadia to her feet and led her away from the carriage at a stroll. “You had no choice,” she reminded Arcadia as they rounded a little bend in the path. A thick grove of bushes and trees flanked them on either side, cutting Lady Delafield’s carriage from their line of sight. Arcadia was grateful for the brief reprieve from her aunt.

Poorvaja’s arm around the younger woman’s waist gave a little squeeze. “The sahib left instructions for you to come here after his death.”

Grimacing, Arcadia shrugged out of Poorvaja’s grasp. “In six months, I’ll reach my majority,” she said, picking up her pace in spite of her aching body’s protests.

The unfamiliar confines of the corset prevented her from drawing adequate breath. Even the fabrics of her clothes draped differently than the saris to which she was accustomed, making her walk differently.

Arcadia wanted to scream. The clothes, the weather, the country—none of it fit properly. None of it was home. Lifting her skirts a little, she tried to force her legs into their customary gait. “I could have devised a way to stay until my birthday, then no one could have told me what I had to do.”

Behind her, Poorvaja snorted. “Child, you were just nineteen when the sahib passed. Where would you have hidden for two years?”

Not for the first time, Arcadia felt the injustice of time and distance. It had taken months to arrange her voyage from Bombay to London after Sir Thaddeus had succumbed to his final illness, and she’d had no say about the seven long months she’d spent at sea. While she might have been just nineteen when her life was thrown into turmoil, Arcadia was now almost her own woman, according to the law, and it seemed downright unfair that she be expected to follow plans made on her behalf when she was still but a child.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw she’d put a fair bit of distance between herself and Poorvaja. “I could have gone anywhere!” she called in Hindustani, defiantly raising the fist clutching her reticule and struggling to repress another wave of nausea rising from her gut. “That Mughal prince, Suri Shah, would have given me a place in his zanana.”

Her friend tossed back her head and laughed before replying in the same language. “If you think to tell me you’d consent to being that pompous oaf’s thirty-third wife—or his seventy-second concubine—then you’re the fool here, Jalanili, not I.”

A sharp retort formed on Arcadia’s tongue. Then she walked into something solid and a hand clamped on her shoulder, causing her words to die in her throat. Startled, she glanced up at the stranger. A dusty scarf concealed the lower portion of his face, while a hat pulled low shadowed his eyes. In the failing light, it was nigh impossible to distinguish any features.

Powerful fingers dug into her upper arm. Arcadia gasped. He spoke, but she couldn’t understand his unfamiliar accent. She shook her head. The bandit repeated himself impatiently, shaking her. Sluggishly, she made sense of the words.

“Don’t want no trouble, I said.” From somewhere, he produced a short knife. The dull blade was nicked and rusty, but Arcadia didn’t doubt its ability to cause injury. “Give me the bag, nice and easy now, and we all go home to our suppers.”

“Bag?” she echoed dumbly, not comprehending his meaning.

She heard a sound like a bellowing bull elephant from somewhere in the distance. Behind her, Poorvaja let out an angry stream of Hindustani curses.

The man glanced over Arcadia’s shoulder at the irate Indian woman. He gave a warning jab to her stomach with his knife. Arcadia felt the threads of her too-tight dress part. A cold wash of fear doused her from tip to toe, paralyzing her. Had she sailed across oceans, traversed half the globe, simply to die at the hands of a common footpad?

“Gimme the bloody reticule.”

The snarled command snapped her back to her senses. “No!” Arcadia shouted, attempting to move her reticule out of his reach. The silk satchel contained her dearest treasure from India. “Please, don’t—”

Still weak with illness, she was no match for the larger, stronger man. He snatched her wrist and twisted. Arcadia yelped in pain and released the silk cords. The pouch tumbled from her grasp; the thief nabbed it before it touched the ground. Then the miscreant sprang towards the tree line.

Arcadia stumbled, catching herself on her hands. “Stop,” she cried, pushing back upright and waving her arm. “Please, wait! That’s mine!”

Poorvaja sprinted past her, arms pumping, shouting in Hindustani for the thieving son of a casteless whore to come back. Just as the ayah’s extended fingertips brushed the thief’s coat, the skirts of her new dress tangled around her ankles, and she went sprawling into a heap of leaves and shrubbery.

Arcadia screamed for her friend and lurched forward on legs that refused to cooperate. Moreover, her stomach contracted, hard. She bent double and retched again, this time right in the middle of the path. Shivers wracked her body.

“Good God!” called a masculine voice.

Then new hands were on her arms, gentler this time, pulling her upright and steadying her. An indistinct face swam in Arcadia’s vision, with dark spots where eyes should be and a reddish smudge for the mouth.

“Are you all right, miss?” asked the man. This one held her non-threateningly, and even through the haze of her ailment, she found his warm, spicy scent appealing and the support of his arms comforting.

Blinking away tears, she pointed a shaky finger in the direction the thief had run. “He took my bag.”

“Are you all right?” the man repeated. From the woods, she heard the villain stomping his getaway through crunchy leaves.

Arcadia beat her fist against a solid chest. “Thief! Go, please!”

“Now, now,” the man said in patient, cultured tones. “There’s nothing in your reticule you cannot replace. The important thing is that you are safe. Did the scoundrel harm you?”

Off to the side, Poorvaja shakily rose to her feet. “Help her,” Arcadia murmured, worried her friend may have been injured in her fall.

“Hush, my dear.” The man’s voice was velvet against her ear. “Your maid is fine, I’m sure; it’s you I’m worried about.”

Poorvaja muttered a dark invective, which the man seemed not to notice.

“Please get my bag,” Arcadia wailed, her voice tinny and distant in her own ears. The illness that had plagued her for months seemed to crash down upon her all at once.

The man muttered an oath Arcadia didn’t understand. His outline started to fade. “I say, Norman,” he called. “Do you see a blighter with a reticule over there in the woods?”

His words only made superficial sense. Arcadia recognized the sounds, but meaning did not follow. The sickness was overwhelming her now, and she was slipping into the darkness.

Another shadow appeared beside the first. This one was enormous—monstrous, even—a giant who could crush her under his fist as easily as swatting a fly.

A choked sound worked its way from Arcadia’s throat. Her rescuer said something she couldn’t distinguish, but she paid him no heed. Instead, she ran headlong into the sanctuary of her mind.

• • •

Sheri watched in disbelief as the sweaty woman slithered through his hands and landed at his feet in a heap, her limp hand flopping into the muck of her own vomit.

“What the devil?” Norman exclaimed when he skidded to a halt beside him an instant later. “Why didn’t you catch her?”

“I didn’t think she meant it! In my defense, ladies feign swoons all the time for attention, or to get out of trouble with their husbands. I’m not sure I’ve ever actually seen a real one before.”

“Well, now you have.”

Sheri sent his friend a withering look. “Go after the scoundrel, would you? He threatened her with a knife.”

The two friends had been taking a ramble about the park while Sheri picked Norman’s brain as to whether his brother could legally disown him over his marital status. Norman had been cheerfully explaining that Lothgard could bar Sheri from the family for any reason or none when the sounds of female distress had cut through the late afternoon. Without hesitation, Sheri had broken into a sprint. From a distance, he saw the masked fiend shake the woman and press a blade to her middle. Too far away to intervene, he’d bellowed in rage, hoping to scare the thief off. Woman and malefactor tussled briefly. For an instant, Sheri’s blood ran cold, certain the lady would be stabbed to death before he could reach her.

When the other woman, dressed in maid’s garb, chased after the thief, Sheri went for the lady, catching up to her just in time to witness her casting her accounts on the ground. Normally, he could scarcely stand being in the presence of his own sick when that unfortunate event happened, much less that of another person. But he hadn’t even wavered before drawing her to her feet. She’d pleaded with him in a strange, lilting accent before collapsing.

While Norman went loping after the miscreant, Sheri crouched and took a good look at her. The woman wore a dowdy bonnet. Her dress was matronly and plain, but pulled sinfully tight across her breasts, as though they wanted to spring free of the confines of their muslin prison.

A few dark, damp curls clung to the woman’s cheeks. Her complexion looked waxen, except for twin fever-blooms on high, prominent cheekbones. She had a strong, angular jaw, with the hint of a cleft bisecting her firm chin. It wasn’t a beautiful face, and the aroma of regurgitated bile did nothing to improve his impression.

A pained gasp burst from her lips.

Unattractive and odoriferous she might be, but she was a woman in need of aid. “She can’t breathe properly,” he announced to no one, reaching behind her to release the fastenings of her dress and loosen the laces of her corset. His practiced adroitness with women’s attire allowed him to accomplish the task in half a minute. At once, the unconscious woman’s chest inflated as she dragged in a heavy breath.
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