
[image: Image]


PRAISE FOR

THE GAME
AND THE
GOVERNESS
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—Two Classy Chics

“A thoughtful, intricate novel.”

—Smart Bitches, Trashy Books

“A clever, tremendously entertaining tale of truth and lies, love and friendship.”

—New York Times bestselling author Sarah MacLean for Washington Post Book World

“Buy for the tortured hero, stay for the heroine who makes him grow the hell up.”
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—Romance at Random

“If you like romance that combines the light and the substantive, I highly recommend this book. I have added it to my list of the Best of 2014.”

—The Romance Dish

“Masterful pacing, outstanding storytelling, and a deftly drawn cast of unforgettable characters set The Game and the Governess apart from the bounty of this summer’s new releases. This magical novel is a stunning example of the transportable power of a remarkable historical.”

—The Lusty Literate

“An amazing book . . . I can’t wait for more from Kate Noble.”
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“Kate Noble has woven a story that will grab the reader. I think you will fall in love with Ned and Phoebe.”
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“Go grab this book. You’ll really like it, I promise.”
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“Marvelous.”
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“Kate Noble brings the delicate elements of Regency England brilliantly alive with her prose.”

—USA Today

“An extraordinary and unique romance worth savoring.”
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“The story’s prologue literally gave me goosebumps—goosebumps that never went away throughout the whole book. This is the kind of deep, touching read that romance fans search for. I have a new favorite author!”
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“Despite being a delight and thoroughly winning, the book is 300 pages of confirmation to what I’d suspected and now know: The Regency belongs to Kate Noble, and it’s in very, very good hands.”

—All About Romance on If I Fall

“If Austen were alive and writing novels today, the result might be something exactly like Follow My Lead, a wickedly witty and superbly satisfying romance.”
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SUMMER, 1823

The Countess of Churzy had been in love three times.

First, when she was simply Letty Price, barely eight years old and blissfully unaware of the realities of life, she dearly loved her best friend, Joey Purser. They played together every day, until Joey’s mother needed him to start working in the Price Timber Mill. And then, as the daughter of the owner, she wasn’t allowed to play with Joey anymore.

The second time she was in love, she was Miss Leticia Price, sister to Lady Widcoate, and shunned by every good member of the ton. As she was only a timber miller’s daughter, her father’s fortune was enough to buy her sister a country bumpkin with a title, but for Leticia to think her beauty and grace would do her any good with real society was too presumptuous to endure. Then, Konrad Herzog, the Count of Churzy, crossed the room to where she was sitting and asked her to dance. He was an Austrian aristocrat, enjoying London while the last vestiges of the war trickled to an end, and Leticia fell in love the moment he winked at her during the quadrille.

The third and final time Leticia—now widowed, desperate, and needing to secure her future—knew she was in love, she had just thrown open her bedroom door to find the Earl of Ashby standing on the threshold.

“Oh . . . hello, Letty,” he whispered, his hand still in midair.

“Good evening,” she replied, a half smile painting her lips. “You seem surprised to see me.”

“I thought you might be asleep.”

“Then why knock?” Her dressing gown was by no means immodest—unfortunately. But she worked with what she had, rolling her shoulders back and showing her bosom to best advantage.

The corner of his mouth ticked up as his eyes flicked appreciatively down. He must know what she was doing. They’d been playing this game for weeks now.

The anticipation made her heart flip over. It made her blood soar.

And it wasn’t the first time that evening the Earl of Ashby made her feel this way.

“Because I can’t sleep. And I thought you might not be able to either,” he answered.

“I was making a valiant attempt. It is well past midnight, my lord.”

“Then it is lucky I caught you, my lady.” Something shuttered over his eyes. Something honest and difficult. He took one deep breath, then two, before he spoke. “I wanted to make certain you were all right. I . . . I acted rashly this evening.”

“Oh really?” she asked, all innocence. “How so?”

“Tonight, at the Summer Ball when I . . .” He cleared his throat.

“When you kissed me,” she supplied.

Oh yes, he had kissed her. She had been standing across the room, talking to someone—it could have been her sister, Fanny, but she could no longer remember, because at that moment her breath caught and her heart started pounding out of her chest as she watched the Earl of Ashby cross the floor, stalking his prey.

Stalking her.

Before she could so much as exhale, he’d swept her into his embrace and kissed her, right there on the floor at a public ball, in front of everyone.

It was, after a lifetime of disappointment, her moment of triumph.

Even for such an alarmingly public display, it hadn’t come out of the blue. She and the Earl of Ashby had been growing close over the last fortnight. He and his man of business, Mr. Turner, had come to stay at her sister’s estate while he sorted out some difficulty about a property he owned nearby. That she just happened to be visiting her sister at the same time as an arguably handsome and extremely wealthy gentleman of note was neither here nor there.

That they had been inseparable almost from the moment he arrived was far more pertinent.

She hadn’t expected it to be so easy. She’d been certain that to charm the Earl of Ashby, she would have to summon her most enthusiastic fawning, her best display of wit and vivacity. Walk the tightrope of being fascinating, approachable, and unobtainable all at once.

Instead, it had been like sliding into a bed after a long day. Each little look, every time he offered her his arm, all the conversations about nothing and everything . . . it all felt so, so right.

It was astonishing.

It was frightening.

And now he was standing in front of her, in the middle of the night. Still in his evening kit from the ball, his shirt open at the collar, his cravat hanging loose around his neck, revealing a tempting bit of skin at the base of his throat. Still, for all his finery his clothes fit him strangely, as if he would rather be in just buckskins and breeches—or nothing at all.

But there was something underneath that. A worry. A . . . need.

A thrill ran up her spine. Perhaps his need matched her own.

“You were very reckless,” she said seriously.

“I was. I apologize for any offense I might have caused.” He took another breath. “There are some things that I haven’t—that is, that we haven’t discussed. And I’m afraid that before anything else occurs, it is only fair—”

“Ashby,” she said, her direct tone cutting through his nervous rambling.

“Yes?”

She swung the door open wide, and pulled him inside.

“I can be reckless too.”
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AND RECKLESS IT WAS. She knew it as his lips met hers. As her hands clutched the lapels of his coat, as his surprise melted into want, she knew that this was the most reckless thing she could possibly do.

Leticia had a strategy—she must, because she had very little else.

The only advantage she had in the situation was that he had kissed her. He had shown his feelings to the world. The next logical step was what that kiss implied, an even more public declaration. Preferably in a church, but she would take Gretna Green; she wasn’t picky.

But to have him here, in her bedroom without any formal promises, his hands running up and down the length of her body—it was tantamount to throwing all her hard work out the window.

And she didn’t care.

There was only one explanation for her actions, she decided: she had lost her mind.

His warm breath fell across her cheek as he broke free from their kiss, moving his mouth down to her jaw, her neck, to that little notch at the base of her throat. A rough gasp escaped as his hands slid their way down her back, lower, to the rounded rise of her bottom.

“You have . . . amazing hands,” she said, her voice shaking, as those wonderful fingers danced over the thin linen of her dressing gown—the only thing between his hands and her skin.

But it was as if her voice broke through his haze, and his head came up.

“I have to tell you . . .” He struggled with the words. “We . . . we should not—”

She took two deep breaths, trying to calm her racing heart. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps . . .

“We shouldn’t?” she asked, as her dressing gown—completely of its own volition!—slid off one perfect shoulder.

“Oh hell,” he growled, and his mouth found hers again.

Clothes fell away as they groped their way to the bed. His coat hit the floor. His cravat, already hanging loose, was a nuisance. And why oh why did men’s shirts have to have buttons?

But soon enough, her dressing gown was parted, exposing her breasts to the cool night air, and she had other things on her mind.

Namely him. This man who breathed out a long, shaking whistle upon seeing her.

She’d never been looked at like that before. Not by Konrad. Not by anyone. It made her feel . . .

Powerful.

His hands—such marvelous hands!—traced the curve of her high breast (although not as high as it once was) and cupped its weight before his head lowered to taste her.

“Ned. Oh, Ned.” The night air echoed with his name.

His hands, making their way up her legs, stopped midway through the journey. His mouth, lavishing all possible praise on her breasts, simply froze.

Leticia stilled. “Ned?”

“Don’t . . . don’t call me that,” he rasped, his head coming up. In the dark she could not see his eyes. Could not see what he meant.

“I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t have presumed to call you by your Christian name,” she whispered. “I simply thought, since you and I . . . since tonight . . .” But not even since tonight. He’d been calling her Letty, a name she hadn’t allowed spoken outside of her own head in nearly twenty years, since he’d arrived. It started as a joke. But secretly she loved it.

“No, don’t apologize,” he said quickly.

“Ashby . . .”

“Not that either,” he bit out, so harshly it startled her.

“Then what should I call you?” she asked, worry beginning to creep into her imagination. “Darling?”

He didn’t reply.

“My love?” she tried, biting her lip.

“We cannot do this. Not now,” he said, moving away from her. He sat up on his knees. The cold air against her skin was almost painful. The familiar disappointment was worse.

“I understand,” she said, closing the dressing gown around her body.

“No, you don’t,” he said, raking a hand through his dark hair. “I have to say something to you . . . before we make any mistakes. And I cannot do it now,” he said, his eyes falling over her body, then quickly shooting back up to her face. “I think it’s been proven I won’t make it through two sentences.”

“Ash—I mean, my love, whatever it is, you can tell me,” she said, sitting up. She reached out to him with her free hand, caressing the side of his face. He leaned into her palm, a whimper of want escaping his throat.

But he took her hand in his, stilling it against his cheek. “And I will,” he said, resolve filling his voice. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” he promised, taking her hand and kissing the palm. “Tomorrow I will . . . say what needs to be said.”

His kisses moved from her palm to the crook of her elbow, pulling her closer, drugging her. Torturing himself.

“Nmmmmmnh,” was the whine as he broke free, finally this time, leaping off the bed and picking up his clothes lying crumpled in puddles on the floor.

And then he was gone.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered, flopping back against the pillows. Tomorrow he would say what he needed to. And she knew what it was. His gentlemanly instincts had overtaken his baser ones, and he wouldn’t dishonor her by taking what she—in a dizzy haze of sparkling love—had so very much wanted to give.

Instead, he would get down on one knee, he would ask for her hand in marriage, and she would grant it. They would be married and live in his townhouse in London during the season and at his family seat when the shooting was good and anywhere else they pleased at any other time. She would never have to worry about money again. Or her social standing, or how she was going to live now.

She would be the Countess of Ashby, and he would be her savior.

It all would begin tomorrow, she thought as her heart slowed to a lull, and she drifted to sleep.
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SUMMER 1824

Leticia, will you marry me?”

Leticia smiled down at the man before her, arms outstretched, his hand gently holding hers.

“Oh, my darling! Of course I will!”

It was hard to believe, but she had actually done it. She had actually saved herself. It had taken almost an entire year, and pawning almost all her jewelry (she had never liked the diamond earbobs anyway, far too gauche), but it had absolutely been worth it. Because here she was, being proposed to by none other than the man with whom she would happily spend the rest of her life.

Who delivered his proposal sitting, because kneeling wasn’t exactly in his repertoire.

Sir Bartholomew Babcock rose (with only minimal trouble) and smiled widely under his bushy white mustache. His girth settled and he found his balance, gripping his cane with one hand and Leticia’s hand with the other.

He was the man of her dreams.

Yes. A lot had changed since last summer. Since she learned about the Lie.

“Mind if I kiss you, m’dear?” he asked, a little shy.

“In public?” she replied. There was any number of people in the museum with them. All pompously French, and none paying any attention to the couple by the center bench of the Caryatid Room, but still—Leticia knew to be cautious of public declarations.

“Just to make it official.” He blushed and looked at his toes—or more accurately, toward his toes. There was no way he could see them past his belly.

In spite of herself, Leticia smiled. He was such a large, gruff man, far older than she, and yes, enjoying a particularly unfortunate flare-up of his gout, but still, he managed to be endearing.

“In that case, Sir Bartholomew—of course,” she said.

He pecked her on the proffered cheek—respectably, honorably. The way a lady should be kissed in public by her intended.

“Now that I’ve convinced you to marry me, how can I convince you to call me Sir Barty?”

As Leticia laughed and took Sir Barty’s arm, she allowed herself a small moment of personal congratulation. Who would have guessed that when Leticia walked into this very sculpture gallery three weeks ago she would be meeting the man she would marry?

Who other than Leticia, that is.

Of course, Paris wasn’t her first stop. She’d tried London, but she’d had barely three weeks there before the looks started. Then she tried Brighton, Portsmouth, Plymouth, even flying as far north as Edinburgh. But everywhere she went, the whispers began before she could even gain a foothold. The only option left was to flee, chased away—by the Lie.

The Continent had been her last resort. And the biggest gamble of all.

She almost hadn’t gone. Paris was a costly city. Its lodgings were expensive, its culinary treats outside the range of possibility. And if one wanted to meet and mingle with the upper echelons of society, one required a small fortune or a small army of personal acquaintances to vouch for their good standing.

Leticia had neither. But she did have just enough funds for a room at a respectable establishment for traveling ladies, and a weekly ticket to the Louvre.

And knowledge of when guides would be bringing their English tourists through.

That was the best—and most important—coin she had spent, bribing those mercenary men who loitered outside of the English hotels, looking to be hired on as guides for young gentlemen, freshly down from Oxford or Cambridge and wide-eyed with wonder on their grand tour. Those crafty guides would tell her when they were planning on taking their charges to the Louvre, thus letting Leticia know when best to be there, strolling the galleries, enjoying the Greek, Roman, and Renaissance works, and anything else that had not been returned to its home country after Napoleon had “borrowed” it.

It took a great deal of patience, of course. As fascinating as they found her (and they all found her fascinating), young men on their first adventure in the world were not keen on giving up that adventure right away—and since Paris was often the first stop on such a journey, they allowed Leticia to fascinate them (and nothing more) for the few weeks they were in France, before abandoning her for the charms of Spain, Italy, and the German provinces.

It was months of this and Leticia had been about to give up hope. Until one day she happened to sit on a bench in front of a large statue of a winged woman. And a round man with a cane hobbled up next to her.

“I hope you don’t mind if I sit, my girl,” the man had said, plopping himself down on the opposite side of the bench.

“Of . . . of course not—” Leticia managed, a bit thrown by the presumption of the request . . . if it even qualified as a request. After all, no gentleman would impose on a lady by forcing his company. Besides, she was waiting for a group of young English gentlemen to come through—the porter she regularly bribed was usually so punctual.

“Oh good! You’re English!” he cried. “Can’t tell you how hard it’s been going about this city, trying to strike up a conversation, and not getting much beyond ‘bonjour.’ ”

“I . . . can imagine,” Leticia replied.

“Conversation is really all I’m good for,” the man said. “If I’m even good for that.” He tapped his cane against his thigh, and stretched out his foreleg across the black and white marble floor, wincing as he did so.

“It’s the gout,” he said, obviously seeing the direction of her gaze. “I’m afraid I can’t keep up with the young lads.”

“Are . . . are you here with your son?” she asked. Maybe he was part of the porter’s group.

“Don’t have a son! Just my little girl. But she’s not here either. She’s back home, in Lincolnshire. No—I’m here on my grand tour! Sir Bartholomew Babcock, at your service. But everyone calls me Sir Barty.”

He gave a slight bow, then realizing perhaps that bowing while sitting might not exactly register, he tipped his hat instead. Then he realized he was conversing with a lady inside a building and whipped his hat off.

“You are on your grand tour?” Leticia asked.

“Don’t exactly look like the type, do I?” Sir Barty had said. “Decades past the prime touring age, I know. But I never got to the tour before I married—that tiny frog Napoleon made sure of that—and then after the wedding, didn’t really feel much like leaving home.”

He winked and laughed, a huge guffaw that shook the statues in the gallery.

Leticia had smiled, warming to this somewhat coarse but obviously kind man’s attentions. After all, the porter and his charges seemed to be taking their time. There was no harm in mild conversation while she waited.

“And how does your wife feel about you coming abroad now?”

He fiddled with his cane a moment, idly tapping it against his thigh. “She passed. Two years ago.”

Suddenly, this Sir Bartholomew—Babcock, was it?—became much more interesting.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Leticia said, leaning in closer.

“Thank you, m’dear,” Sir Barty said. “It was hard, I grant you. But before she went, she made me promise I’d shake some of my dust off, and now I’m doing it.” He winced and nodded to his outstretched leg. “Although it would be much more pleasant a walking tour if I could walk it.”

“Oh, you must be in the worst kind of pain!” Leticia exclaimed, placing her hand over his. “You simply cannot be on your feet . . .”

“But neither can I be holed up in the hotel. It’s the oddest place. For breakfast . . . they have oranges,” he whispered to her, in the same tone one might say “they have clockwork abominations.”

“I would never suggest such a thing,” Leticia replied. “Not when you are on a heroic quest.”

“Heroic quest? Well, I suppose I am, in a way.”

“Luckily this museum has chairs for public use. We’ll hire one for you.”

Leticia called over to a guard or servant—they seemed to fulfill both roles—and was about to ask him to fetch one of the wicker wheeled chairs, but Sir Barty stayed her hand.

“Oh no—I can’t ask for that.”

“Why ever not?

“It’s not . . . I don’t want to seem . . . I’m used to my foot and walking on it, is all.”

A feline smile spread across Leticia’s face. Of course. A big gruff man from Lincolnshire would not want to seem feeble. The male ego was a terribly silly thing, and it looked as if this Sir Barty had a typical one. But it also meant that Leticia knew his weakness—his pride.

“You’re likely right,” she replied. “It would be foolhardy for a man as strong as yourself to use a chair. It would be taking the chair away from someone who truly needed it.”

“Precisely.” Sir Barty relaxed. “Besides, with such lovely company, I’m happy to wait here for the guide—some Frenchie named Gaston—who promised to show me the sights of this fancy place. Paid the man five francs, said he knew the Louvre like the back of his hand.” He frowned. “At least, that’s what I think he said.”

Leticia’s eyebrow went up. She knew Gaston—he was one of the less reputable porters. She was absolutely certain that he had indeed promised a comprehensive tour, but doubted he’d show up at the museum—he was far more likely to be drinking Sir Barty’s francs away.

“If your Gaston is so late, I would be happy to show you around the museum,” Leticia offered. “I come here so often I feel like I know each piece of art personally.” At the quizzical look on his face, she pointed to a bronze bas-relief, a half circle hanging on the wall, with a nymph lounging beneath a stag’s head. The Nymph of Fontainebleau—one of Leticia’s favorites. “For instance—that is Nancy.”

“Nancy?” Sir Barty asked, squinting at the sculpture.

“Indeed. Nancy the Nymph. She has spent all morning hunting, and finally caught a stag—which, as you must know, is exhausting work. Therefore she decided to take off all her clothes and have a bit of a sleep.”

“That can’t be right.” Sir Barty looked from the nymph to her and then back again, utterly confused. “Oh, I see!” he then cried. “You’ve made up a story to go along with the statue. Jolly good!”

“I’m afraid that as much as I enjoy the museum, I’m not much of a scholar,” Leticia demurred.

“Neither am I, m’dear,” Sir Barty said in confidence. “Never did have much use for knowing the names of all these things. Now, what about that one over there?”

He’d pointed to a very large statue of a man with wings embracing a woman. Psyche.

“Well, he’s very obviously a man who also happens to be a bird.”

“Not an angel then?” Sir Barty asked.

“No, he’s forever being mistaken for one, though, and it’s a great burden on him. She’s the only one who ever correctly guessed he was a bird man, and for that, he loved her immediately.”

Sir Barty laughed his deep guffaw, this time adding a few snorts for good measure.

“If you think that’s funny, there’s a woman with no arms in the next room who has the most interesting history,” Leticia smiled. “She cut off both her own arms,” she whispered.

“How does someone cut off their own arms?” Sir Barty asked as he stood and offered Leticia his arm. “One would think you’d need your arms to do the cutting.”

“That is the interesting part.”

“I think the interesting part will be her storyteller,” Sir Barty said with a modicum of gallantry. They’d spent the rest of the afternoon together, Leticia Scheherazade-ing her way through the galleries, making up stories for each of the statues and paintings, Sir Bartholomew Babcock falling more and more under her thrall with each new ridiculousness. She made certain to move slowly, and take some of his weight on her arm, all without him ever thinking that his gouty leg was an issue.

They parted that day without any kind of exchange of information. There were no flowers at Leticia’s door at the ladies’ boarding house the next morning, nor were there chocolates or a Lincolnshire gentleman of later years making formal addresses. But when she came to the Louvre that next day, Sir Barty was there, exactly where she’d expected him to be.

She learned a great deal about him as they ambled through those rooms at a glacial pace. She learned that the Babcocks had been one of the largest landholders in Lincolnshire since King Charles. She learned that the last time he’d been in London he’d been a young man, and hadn’t thought much of it. If he was to go into town, he much preferred the closer York for his scene and society. She even learned why he was so aghast at a hotel that would serve oranges for breakfast.

“Well, it’s like showing off, isn’t it?” he’d said. “I’m a man of certain wealth, I have an orchard—but I’ve had an orange maybe three times in my life. To have a whole bowl of them, sitting out for breakfast . . .” He’d shuddered, and Leticia had laughed.

Sir Barty had no children other than his daughter, Margaret, who was as Sir Barty put it, “likely back home digging in the dirt, and scraping up her knees something fierce.”

“I have a niece very like that,” Leticia had replied. “She’s nine, and mad about horses.”

Sir Barty hummed in agreement. “She needs a female’s guidance,” he said, shaking his head. “I try as best I can, but ever since her mother died . . .”

Leticia placed a hand over Sir Barty’s. “I understand completely.”

And she did understand. She understood that Sir Barty needed a mother for his daughter as much as he needed a wife for himself. And luckily, she was ready and willing to be both—which placed him squarely within her power.

Of course, Sir Barty learned things about her too. But only what she allowed.

She told him of her beloved Konrad perishing in a riding accident in Brighton three years ago. She told him about her sister, Fanny, Lady Widcoate, and how dear she found Fanny’s children, Rose and Henry. (She did not mention that she only found children delightful once they reached the age of being able to amuse themselves.)

And then she told him about the Lie.

Not the salient details, of course. Just what was pertinent.

“Last year . . . last year I was very nearly engaged,” she’d said, her eyes falling to the stone floor between them. “But it turned out the man in question was playing me false.”

“How so?”

“He lied. About who he was. Where he was from. His very name.”

It was a name she had been hoping to call her own—Ashby. But it wasn’t attached to the man who had kissed her on a dance floor or driven her mad with want in the dark of her bedroom. Instead, his name was rough and common, just like him: Turner. More specifically, Mr. John Turner, secretary to the real Earl of Ashby. While visiting her sister, Mr. Turner and the earl had switched places on a lark.

And on a lark, nearly ruined Leticia’s life.

“Luckily, his lie was revealed in time,” Leticia had said, shaking off her growing anger. “But it was very embarrassing.”

“Broke your heart, did he?” Sir Barty had replied, gruff.

“I do not—” But she faltered. Because as much as she hated to admit it, to admit anyone had that kind of effect on her, it was the one thing she had never been very good at hiding. “Yes. He did. But he’s thankfully in the past.”

“Thankfully,” Sir Barty replied. Then, with a boldness she hadn’t imagine he had, let his hand fall over hers where it rested. “M’dear, I hope you know I would never lie to you like that. I would much rather take care of you.”

And she glowed with triumph.

Walks through the Louvre led to chocolates drunk at small cafés along the rue. Then meals taken together at Sir Barty’s hotel before attending the theater. All under the eyes of servants and with the utmost propriety. Sir Barty was traveling without friends and Leticia had none, so they could have very easily acted without caution. But the fact that Sir Barty was so careful with his attentions and Leticia so controlled in hers led to that moment in the Louvre where Sir Barty had taken his hand in hers and blurted out his proposal.

It was a triumph of strategy. And she could not have played it more perfectly, Leticia decided.

“Of course I’ll call you Barty,” Leticia replied. “If you wish it. And you must call me Leticia.”

“But I already do call you Leticia.” He frowned.

“Well, we’ll think of some other endearment.” She patted his hand sweetly.

“You’ve never gone by Letty, I suppose?” he asked.

A pang of regret shot through her. However, she must have looked stricken, because Sir Barty immediately squeezed her hand. “No, of course not. No one as fine as you has ever been called Letty.”

Leticia forced herself to calm, to smile. “I do rather like how you say m’dear, Sir Barty,” she offered softly.

Sir Barty’s eyes lit up. “Then m’dear it is.” He squeezed her hand, more gently this time. “Well, m’dear. I think I’ve had about all of the Continental travel I can stand for one lifetime. Would you like to go home?”

He did not mean back to the hotel, or to her lodgings. No, he meant home.

England.

Finally.

Yes, Leticia Herzog, Countess of Churzy, née Price, and soon to be Lady Babcock, was going back to where she belonged.

In triumph.

“Yes, Barty,” she cooed. “Let’s go home.”
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Lincolnshire wasn’t at all what Leticia expected.

Not that it was in any way different from any other time she had been to Lincolnshire. She was certain that she and Konrad had driven through here, and possibly spent a day or two at an inn across the Wolds by the sea when they’d had to let rumors die down. She remembered it being picturesque, if a little sparse. Expansive, but far too much windswept grain on hillsides and grazing livestock.

Then, of course, she’d passed through on her way to or from Edinburgh, trying to outrun the Lie.

She hadn’t seen much of the place that time.

No, what was unexpected about Lincolnshire, Leticia supposed, was that it was going to be her home.

Strange, but home usually did not feel so . . . foreign.

“I’ll warm to it,” Leticia told herself as the carriage rolled across the hills.

“What’s that, m’dear?” Sir Barty said, snorting himself awake.

“Nothing—simply that I am comfortably warm.”

“Oh . . .” He settled back down against the cushions. “Let me know if you need another blanket, or . . .” And he was snoring again.

She would warm to Lincolnshire, she decided. Indeed, she would find something to love about it. Such as . . . that sky. Rare was it to see a sky so blue in town!

And those fens, she thought as they crossed from the lower counties into Lincolnshire proper. There aren’t fens like that anywhere else in the world! Other fens, not nearly as flat and expansive a stretch of farmland, were hardly as worthy of praise as Lincolnshire fens.

Forty minutes later, they stopped to change horses and have a bite to eat, and Leticia was introduced to the local cuisine.

“Now, what do you think of that sausage, m’dear?”

“It’s very . . . sausage-like,” Leticia offered.

“Indeed it is! Lincolnshire is known for its sausages. And its pork pies. And its haslet—that’s a kind of pork loaf, don’t you know! We must get you to try some!”

Sir Barty ordered two slices of haslet brought straight away, and as Leticia bit into it, she declared between hard swallows and in absolute truth, “Best haslet I’ve ever had!”

Some hours later, they crossed the Wolds, running hills noted for their beauty, and Leticia had to admit they were rather picturesque.

Loveliest Wolds she had ever seen.

While Sir Barty snored again and Leticia had pulled back the carriage curtains to allow in some air, she saw a proud, tall windmill standing at the entrance to a market town. And that made her truly smile.

Five sails, the brightest, purest white, sat regally in a circle atop a tower of red brick. The tower was attached to a long, low building—the mill itself, she supposed. Another building, smaller, was being built on one side.

It seemed so silly to find such a thing delightful—but it seemed silly to find it at all. She was so used to cities—and when she was in the country it was at her sister’s for as short a time as she could manage—that to find something as whimsical and as practical as a windmill made her feel alight.

It was the first thing that made her feel at home.

Yes, perhaps she truly could warm to Lincolnshire.

Even though something about the windmill struck her as odd.

The windmill and attached buildings proudly declared themselves (via a neatly lettered sign as they passed) as sitting at the edge of the town of Helmsley—which made Leticia gasp aloud.

“Sir Barty—we’re in Helmsley!” she cried, forcing her betrothed awake once more.

But he was glad of it, she decided, because when he blinked and saw out the carriage window, his thick mustache ruffled into a smile.

“Then we are nearly home, m’dear!” he replied. Helmsley was the town nearest to Sir Barty’s estate. “Next stop, Bluestone Manor.”

“Home to generation upon generation of Babcocks?” Leticia asked.

“Not to mention the current generation. And then next.” Sir Barty winked and then squeezed her hand. “That is . . . if you would like children. I have my Margaret of course, and the estate is not entailed, so I have no need for an heir, but . . . if children are a hope for your future . . .” His sentence ended on a mumble, at a loss for words.

Leticia knew better than to give a straight answer to such a question. “All this talk of children makes me think that you are eager for the wedding,” she replied saucily. “Perhaps you should write the bishop for a special license and dispense with this wait.”

Sir Barty laughed and shook his head. “Everyone in Helmsley would have my head if I denied them a wedding. No—we shall wait the proper time for the banns to be read and have a wedding the likes of which this town has never seen. Now, would you like to see the church where you’ll become Lady Barty Babcock?”

She nodded and let him point out the stone spires at the center of town that marked the parish seat.

It would take nearly a month for the banns to be read. Three successive Sundays of asking those gathered if they had any objection to the union, followed by a week of waiting for the wedding itself. Then, and only then, would she consider herself secure. Until that time, however, she had to make certain there would be no objection.

She glanced at Sir Barty as he shoved his arm out the carriage window, waving to people on the street, jolly and relieved to be home again. While that month ticked down, she would concentrate on making Sir Barty happy. Making his life easier, and making a life for herself here.

A strange echo filled her chest, as if there were something askew underneath her skin. As if something were amiss.

Then she realized what it had been.

The windmill. It hadn’t been spinning. Even on a day like today, with a strong, steady breeze pushing the new wheat in waves across the hillside, the sails stayed dormant.

There was something utterly sad about a windmill that didn’t spin, she thought. It would live its life ultimately unfulfilled.
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WHILE LETICIA WAS quite decided that she would warm to Lincolnshire, she was beginning to worry that Lincolnshire—more specifically, Helmsley—might not warm to her.

Her troubles began—and some might say ended—with Margaret Babcock.

Less than an hour after rolling past the red brick windmill with the white sails, Sir Barty’s carriage pulled up in front of Bluestone Manor.

It was of a respectable size—larger than her sister’s home, Puffington Arms. And more graceful too—taking its name from the blue-tinted granite that made up the facade of the house. There were lovely grounds with some of the most abundant flowers and trees she’d ever seen—a worrying sight.

But what Leticia couldn’t see from the drive were any servants.

No retinue of housemaids. No liveried men or stable hands coming up to take the reins of the carriage. No one at all.

“Where is everyone?” Leticia asked as Sir Barty handed her down to the drive. “Your housekeeper, butler, and whatnot?” Oh Lord, he did have a housekeeper, didn’t he? “And your daughter, Margaret?”

Sir Barty snorted. “I never have them stand on ceremony when I come home. Everyone gathered around in a half circle, waiting to be inspected? Makes no sense to me—better to let them go about their business.”

To Leticia’s mind, waiting on Sir Barty was their business, but instead of arguing the point, she simply shrugged and said lightly, “You are likely correct, darling, but I would have thought they would have wished to greet me—this first time, at least.”

“Ah, well as to that—” Sir Barty’s bushy brow came down so far it almost touched his mustache. “They do not know of your arrival.”

“They . . . do not know?”

“It seemed silly to write. After all, we came straight from Paris—we would have likely beaten home any letter I might have sent.”

“Yes, but”—she blinked in astonishment—“does that mean that they do not know about me at all? They do not know that you are bringing home a fiancée?”

Sir Barty bit his lower lip. “I suppose they do not. Ah well—we shall take care of introductions in no time. Hello?” he called out, opening the front door of the manor himself. “We are home!”

The bustle that she had been expecting when they drew up finally occurred, with a gray-haired man emerging from the butler’s pantry next to the front door, obviously having been startled awake. He was quickly followed by two stout-looking maids peering over the banister from above and squeaking, “Lord! Sir Barty’s back! Oh sir, forgive us! Quick, run and tell Mrs. Dillon!”

Soon after that, a bevy of footmen, maids, and kitchen staff amassed in the front hall, making such a ruckus that Leticia knew it was exactly how Sir Barty expected (and wished) to be greeted.

“Sir, we did not expect you for several weeks hence,” the old butler admonished, and Leticia had to bite her tongue.

“Now, now, Jameson, has anything burned down? Fallen apart? Gone one minute off schedule?”

“Well, a few of the drapes are in desperate need of mending.”

“Jameson . . .”

The dignified older man sighed. “No, sir.”

“Then hush, Jameson. Think of what sort of impression you are making on my bride-to-be.” The blood drained from Jameson’s face as his eyes shot to Leticia. Leticia did her best to smile graciously, but the awkwardness of the announcement put her immediately at a disadvantage. Really, did not Sir Barty know that these first few moments in the household were crucial for establishing one’s first impression? Everyone here likely thought her some interloping strumpet—not the regal soon-to-be mistress of the house they would know her to be had he written a simple letter!

The shock of the announcement had given way to titters and whispers. Leticia leaned in to Barty. “Perhaps introductions are in order, darling?” she breathed in his ear.

“Oh? Oh! Of course!” he said, taking the nudge for what it was worth. “Jameson, Mrs. Dillon”—he nodded toward the straight-faced woman whose competence bespoke her as the housekeeper—“I should like to introduce you to my dear Leticia, Countess of Churzy, and soon to be Lady Babcock.”

At least Sir Barty had given her a proper introduction. She felt herself growing taller with each word of her title—and then future title—being spoken.

“It is the greatest pleasure to meet you all,” Leticia said, modulating her tones, at once demure and commanding.

A particular gift of hers, putting people at ease with only her voice. It paid to have practiced restraint. When spoken, restraint sounded like grace.

“Oh, thank heavens, you’re English!” the competent Mrs. Dillon cried, and came forward with a bobbing curtsey. “For a moment there I was afraid Sir Barty had brought home a foreign bride, and we would have to deal with French maids and cooks and the like.”

Leticia smiled, amused. “I have lived in France, but I have little use for French hairdressers or their cuisine,” she lied. “Give me good, honest English fare any day.”

“She tried her first haslet on the way up here!” Sir Barty said as he squeezed her shoulder. “Loved it, didn’t you, m’dear?”

To that, Leticia could only smile through her teeth.

“Then I shall have cook put it on the menu for this week,” Mrs. Dillon replied. “Oh, but—I expect you’ll be wanting to go over the menus, my lady? I’m sorry, it’s been a bit since we’ve had—”

“I would love to go over the menus with you, Mrs. Dillon, but I do not wish to step on any toes. After all, we are not yet wed,” she demurred.

“That’ll change in a month’s time,” Sir Barty said proudly.

“I think for now I would like nothing more than to change my clothes and then meet Margaret. Is she in the schoolroom?”

Everyone blinked for a moment and a few glances slid toward Sir Barty. Odd. And yet no one said a word.

“Er, no. Not the schoolroom, my lady,” Mrs. Dillon replied, with a perplexed glance to Sir Barty. “She’s outside, I believe.”

“Ah yes,” Leticia smiled, trying to put everyone at ease. “Sir Barty told me she would likely be digging in the dirt, didn’t you, dearest?”

“She’ll make her way in before supper,” Sir Barty said, throwing an arm over Leticia’s shoulder and giving her a rough squeeze. “Well, Jameson—shall we go to the library? I need to put my foot up and write a letter to my steward, informing him of my arrival. And in time for the harvest too!”

As Sir Barty ambled down the hall, Jameson trailing after him in attendance, Leticia turned to Mrs. Dillon.

“My lady, I would offer to show you to your rooms, however—”

“But no rooms were made up for me, as you were not told of my existence,” she finished for the nervous housekeeper. “It’s quite all right. I am happy to look around the house for now.”

“I’ll have tea and a cold repast brought to the sitting room as quickly as possible,” Mrs. Dillon replied.

“Do, but do not press yourself overly. I am happy to wait.”

Mrs. Dillon eyed the maids that were standing in a line behind her, itching to give orders.

“Might I suggest a stroll in the gardens? It would do you good after all that time in the carriage.”

“Oh, but I—”

“We will present ourselves to much better advantage in a few minutes,” Mrs. Dillon said quietly, and the maids that could hear her nodded in time.

Leticia knew that it would be good form to do as Mrs. Dillon requested. And early favors would do wonders for their relationship later on.

But she dreaded the gardens.

“Just a few minutes, Mrs. Dillon,” she said firmly. “Then you and I can have a nice long chat about the dinner menus and drapes that need mending and everything else.”

“Yes, my lady,” Mrs. Dillon finally said, and with a curtsy, moved at a trot to the kitchens.

Leaving Leticia free to wander outside.

Bluestone Manor was a lovely property. It was well situated, the oaks that edged the lane grown tall and thick with time, speaking to the fact that the Babcocks had been in this county for quite a long time. The house itself was a square box, three stories tall, with the entrance recessed slightly, drawing one in. As she wandered around the building, she discovered that only the front of the house was faced in that blue granite that gave it its name. The rest of the building was brick, stuccoed over in a warm yellow. As she went around the side, a terrace and glass paneled doors connected to a drawing room—one that Mrs. Dillon was madly putting to rights, setting a tea service in the exact right place. Good. She’d made the correct impression on the woman—showing her that she had some give, but was firm and worthy of being impressed.

She’d give her a few more minutes. Let her make everything perfect.

It had better be worth it, because she could feel the sting beginning in her nose, the thickness in her ears. One of the many reasons Leticia preferred the city was that flowers made her sneeze.

And the east garden was stuffed full of them.

It would be one thing if they were delicate, ladylike sneezes. But her sensitivity to flowers usually left her sneezing raw and angry, generally accompanied by a red swollen nose and eyes so puffed it could become difficult to see.

Perhaps the west garden would be better, she thought, hoping for nonflowering shrubbery, as she moved briskly to the other side of the house.

She wondered where Margaret might be hiding. In all honesty, she was anxious for them to be introduced—it might be a little startling to the poor girl to meet over supper. (And if Leticia had any curiosity about a young girl dining with the adults, it was immediately squashed—obviously, if it was only Sir Barty and Margaret here, they must be accustomed to dining en famille. It spoke a great deal about Sir Barty’s affection for his daughter and his enthusiasm for adding Leticia to the family.)

She looked around her, but there was no sign of a little girl anywhere. Although there were signs of an incredibly skilled gardener. The hedges were trimmed into perfect cones or rounds, and all lined with violets. The orchard she spied in the distance seemed to be in full fruit. They must have a whole team of experienced men to deal with the variety of plants and flowers she saw in just that one corner of the grounds.

That seemed to be an expense Sir Barty was willing to bear, and Leticia was glad of it.

Oh, not the gardens themselves (her eyes watered just looking at them), but that he was willing to spend the money in the first place—no doubt as an indulgence to his daughter, as she loved to play in them. It made her hopeful he would be willing to splurge on other indulgences.

Suddenly, Leticia spied a greenhouse tucked back against the trees, about thirty yards from the side of Bluestone Manor.

What better place for a little girl to hide? She made her way down a sweetly curving path lined with rosebushes (trying not to breathe in as she passed) to the greenhouse door.

“Hello?” she called out, ducking her head inside. And was greeted with a whole new world.

“Oh my . . .” There was really nothing else to say. It was warm in the greenhouse—that was to be expected. But the air was heavy with damp, misting with it, like after a warm summer rain. Long trailing vines crawled all the way up to the ceiling, reaching for more and more sunshine, greedy little things. One cabinet was lined with vials of tincture in varying shades of amber and brown. An unintelligible set of numbers and letters were written on the vials in wax pencil.

There were rows upon exact rows of pots with dirt in them, each also numbered and lettered. Some had sprouts of green coming up, some did not.

Well of course, some did not—those pots that were barren were in the back row, far away from the light.

“Everyone needs a little light to grow,” she hummed to herself as she picked up one of the back-row plants and moved it to the front. Even she, with her aversion to any plant, knew that.

“What in the hell are you doing?”

Leticia whipped around so fast she nearly dropped the pot she was holding.

There, in the greenhouse doorway, stood an Amazon. A mess of blond hair escaped the braid that ran down her back, the felt hat she wore flopping to the side, the brim bent back. She was wearing a loosely fitted gown on a wiry frame—one that Leticia could tell was wiry because she had the skirt tied up and between her legs, exposing her limbs to the knee. And everything, from the top of her hat to the toes of her work boots, was covered in dirt.

Leticia didn’t know what was more shocking—the woman’s outfit, or the look of utter murder on her face.

“I said what the hell are you doing?” the woman said again, her eyes falling to the pot in Leticia’s hands. “Did you move that?”

“I . . . it wanted light.”

“That’s the control group! It’s not supposed to have light!” She stalked forward and wrenched the pot from Leticia’s hands. Goodness, the woman was as tall as most men. “You idiot,” she mumbled under her breath.

“What did you just say?” Leticia gasped.

“I said, ‘you idiot,’ ” the woman repeated coldly and clearly as she meticulously positioned the pot back in its old space.

Leticia’s eyes narrowed. She drew her head up, forced her shoulders down. She may not be as tall as this person, but she could damn well make her presence felt. “I don’t know what your position is in this house but it has just been seriously compromised,” she said in her coolest, calmest countess voice.

“My position?” The woman’s head came up as she eyed Leticia. For the first time, Leticia could see that she was younger than she’d initially thought, with a clear blue gaze that bored into her foe. “My position is daughter of the house. And I’ll thank you to get out of my greenhouse!”

Leticia felt all the blood drain from her face. “Daughter?” she said, her countess voice faltering. “You’re Margaret Babcock?”

Not a little girl. Not by half. No, Margaret Babcock was fully grown, and it seemed, spitting mad.

“Yes,” Margaret grumbled, taking a little notebook and pencil out of her pocket. “And you’re still in my greenhouse.”

“I . . . I believe we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. My name is Leticia—Lady Churzy, and I—”

“I do not care,” Margaret cut her off as she began measuring the green shoots in the row of pots against a stick, and then writing down her observations. “This is the third time I’m asking you to leave. On the fourth I’m calling for a footman.”

Oh, that’s how it was to be, was it? There was no room for apology, no graciousness. And nothing even resembling ladylike manners. Well, Leticia had just had cold water thrown on her—it seemed that there was nothing to be done but throw some back.

“I’ll leave you,” she said, as she moved toward the door. Margaret did not give so much as a grunt as she passed. “But you should care—because my name is Lady Churzy, and I’m to be your stepmother.”

She did not pause to see if there was any reaction. She simply opened the door and swept out, knowing full well that she had been heard. “I’ll see you at supper.”
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Supper that evening went about as well as could be expected.

Which was to say, not well at all.

In fact, as she went to bed that evening (her room still somewhat musty, having only had a few hours to air out), Leticia was kept fitfully awake by the realization that as difficult as it had been to find Sir Barty and get him to propose marriage, the hard work had really just begun.

After she marched away from the greenhouse, she went immediately to the drawing room, surprising Mrs. Dillon, who was shaking the cover off of a pianoforte in the corner.

“Oh, my lady! You gave me a start!” she said when the terrace doors shut. “Had we known to expect you, we should have had the piano tuned! Although I do not know if you play . . .”

Had we known. Those three little words caused a tiny stab of guilt to blossom in Leticia’s stomach. That dreaded female guilt, taking on the weight of a man’s transgressions. No matter how often Leticia tried to kill it dead, it rose from the grave, making her want to say, “I’m sorry,” at every turn.

It made her feel small.

It made her feel like an interloper.

Leticia squashed those feelings down and pulled herself up by an invisible string attached to the top of her head. There. She was no longer small. She pushed her shoulders down and elongated her neck in one fluid movement, settling a calm smile across her features. She was grace and beauty incarnate once again.

“I play, but only adequately,” Leticia replied. “Pray, do not make a fuss if I’m the only female who can read music.” Then, deciding against making bland conversation, she said, “I’ve just come from the west gardens.”

Mrs. Dillon froze. “The west gardens, my lady?”

“Indeed. And the greenhouse.”

“You went in the greenhouse, then?” She closed her eyes against the light.

“I did. And I met Margaret.”

Mrs. Dillon sighed. “I imagine that she was quite surprised by you, my lady.”

“I imagine she was,” Leticia said, lowering herself to a rose-colored settee. “However, I did not stay very long to find out. To be honest, I was quite surprised by her. I was expecting a little girl.”

“I am so sorry, my lady—”

“It is not your fault, Mrs. Dillon,” Leticia said. It was Sir Barty’s fault. “Tell me, how old is Miss Margaret?”

“She’s nineteen,” Mrs. Dillon said. Then with a sigh, she seated herself in a straight-backed chair. “And she is sweet once you get to know her, I promise, my lady.”

The dirt-covered termagant who twice called her an idiot could be sweet? Leticia did her damnedest to cover her snort of disbelief.

But . . . she was here now. And Margaret was someone with whom she was going to have a relationship for the rest of her life, presumably. Best to give the girl the benefit of the doubt.

“I’m sure you are right,” she said, smiling kindly to Mrs. Dillon and watching as that woman relaxed ever so slightly. “Now, where would you like to begin? You mentioned the menus?”

“Oh yes!” Mrs. Dillon cried as she reached for the tea service and offered to pour. Leticia graciously allowed her. “When Cook heard the news, she practically wept with joy! It’s been ever so long since she’s had any direction, and cooking four out of every five meals with pork was about to drive her mad. Although it is Sir Barty’s favorite, you know.”

“Do you mean there’s been no direction at all since the late Lady Babcock’s death? Not from Margaret?”

Mrs. Dillon shook her head. “Miss Margaret hasn’t had an easy time of it since her mother passed,” she said. “She has tried, truly. But she only really has a head for her plants and flowers. Her mother, God rest her soul, tried to give her a lady’s knowledge, and Miss Margaret tried to learn it, but . . . once Lady Babcock passed, I suppose she gave up trying.”

“I take it Miss Babcock and her mother were close,” Leticia surmised.

“Oh yes, my lady. They seemed to speak a language only they knew.” The housekeeper began to fidget with her apron again, smoothing out an invisible wrinkle. Then Mrs. Dillon clammed up again, her face turning a red Leticia would guess was rather uncommon for the housekeeper.

“Mrs. Dillon—do not fret about speaking of your late mistress,” Leticia said, trying to set the housekeeper at ease. “Sir Barty told me all about her. He loved her very much. They were very good together.”

“They were a very happy little family,” Mrs. Dillon said, letting her eyes drift to the window—where, some ways down the field the greenhouse was framed against the rolling lawn. “But now that you are here, hopefully we will find a way back to that happiness again.”

For the first time since emerging from the greenhouse, Leticia felt for Miss Babcock. It was very hard to lose a mother—and at an age when one is meant to embark upon the world, perhaps needing their guidance most . . . no wonder the girl retreated into her greenhouse.

No wonder Sir Barty did not write! He would want to delay the shock of a new bride as long as possible. It was a fumble on his part, but an understandable one.

A warm spot of pity began to soften her heart toward the girl. Perhaps . . . yes, perhaps she could see the bright side in a young lady of nineteen instead of a little girl. A girl of nineteen, looking for guidance through adulthood’s murky waters, whose interests in horticulture could not prepare her for the world the way a friend like Leticia could.

Yes, she could work with nineteen.

Unfortunately, that warm spot of pity did not last through supper.
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