

[image: Cover: At Your Pleasure, by Meredith Duran]




Enticing . . . Heartwarming . . . Witty . . . Sexy . . . Fabulous . . .


Praise for Meredith Duran’s novels of scandal and seduction in nineteenth-century London— “romance at its finest” declares New York Times bestselling author Liz Carlyle!


A LADY’S LESSON IN SCANDAL
A July 2011 Top Pick of Romantic Times magazine and one of All About Romance’s Desert Isle Keepers!


“Compelling, exciting, sensual, and unforgettable . . . a nonstop read everyone will savor.”


—Romantic Times (4½ stars)


“The fascinating and compelling characters, the vivid imagery and dynamic prose, the wonderful romance—it was all I can ask of a romance [novel.] Meredith Duran just keeps getting better and better.”


—All About Romance


“Delightfully honest.”


—Library Journal


“Well-developed lead characters and a perceptive portrayal of a poor woman’s reaction to the lush lifestyle of the nobility highlight a top-notch romance.”


—Publishers Weekly




WICKED BECOMES YOU
A May 2010 Top Pick of Romantic Times magazine


“So much fun. . . . Charming and deliciously sensual from beginning to end.”


—Romantic Times magazine


“Witty, often hilarious, sensuous, and breathlessly paced . . . [an] engaging mystery-enhanced escapade [with] charmingly matched protagonists.”


—Library Journal


“The book to beat for best historical romance of the year. . . . Sexy, inventive, and riveting, it’s hard to put down and a joy to read.”


—All About Romance


“A fascinating, passionate tale . . . you won’t want to miss.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“Rousing . . . delightful. . . . Wicked Becomes You enthralls with particularly likable characters and a heartwarming romance with deeply affecting emotions.”


—SingleTitles.com


WRITTEN ON YOUR SKIN
An August 2009 Romantic Times Top Pick . . . Nom inated for the Romantic Times award for Best Historical Romance Adventure


“Remarkable. . . . Meredith Duran is one of the shooting stars of romance.”


—All About Romance


“Mesmerizing . . . a glorious, nonstop, action-packed battle-of-wills romance.”


—Romantic Times (4½ stars)


“Wildly romantic.”


—Dear Author (Grade: A+)


“Everything a great historical romance should be.”


—Romance Junkies




BOUND BY YOUR TOUCH
One of the Best Books of 2009 in All About Romance’s Reviewer’s Choice column


“Entertaining. . . . Historical romance fans will enjoy the adventure.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A story that packs a powerful punch.”


—Fresh Fiction


“Sophisticated, beautifully written, and utterly romantic.”


—The Book Smugglers


“A great love story. . . . I found new layers and meaning each time I read it.”


—Dear Author


“Sizzling sexual tension. . . .”


—All About Romance


THE DUKE OF SHADOWS
A 2008 Finalist for the Romantic Times Best Historical Debut award


“Evocative and enticing . . . a luscious delight.”


—Liz Carlyle


“Fascinating, emotionally intense.”


—Romantic Times (4½ stars)


“Riveting. . . . emotion-packed. . . . A guaranteed page-turner.”


—The Romance Reader (4 stars)


“Without a doubt the best historical romance I have read this year.”


—Romance Reviews Today


All of Meredith Duran’s novels are available as eBooks






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







[image: At Your Pleasure, by Meredith Duran, Pocket]




For Steph,
for innumerable reasons—“friendship” being too pallid and commonplace a word to begin to describe them.





Author’s Note


When Queen Anne died, in 1714, the English crown passed to her second cousin, George of Hanover, who had been born and raised in what is now Germany. (Anne’s half brother, James Stuart, was not eligible to inherit the throne because of his Catholic faith.) The accession of George I was marked by a dramatic shift in political power. The long-reigning Tory party saw many of its greatest leaders arrested and forced from office, and in the general elections that followed, the Whigs assumed almost complete control of the government.


Believing that their faith, powers, and privileges were threatened by the new king and his allies, many English Tories decided to take up the Jacobite cause and champion James Stuart’s claim to the throne. Across England, 1715 was a year marked by treasonous rumors, riots, and repressions . . . and, ultimately, war.





Prologue
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ENGLAND, 1709


Faster.


Adrian had abandoned the lathered horse a mile behind. He ran now, his feet no sooner striking the ground than lifting again, all his instincts and memories combining to aid him, directing him sure-footedly and safely over the darkened field where he had played as a boy and later loved her as a man.


Faster.


The lights of Hodderby, which had flickered in the distance for long minutes, grew brighter. He could see now the draperies thrown back, the windows blazing like torches. Behind them moved darkened shapes, perhaps looking out, one of them Nora: she was watching for him. She was strong. She would hold out. He would not be too late.


Faster.


He stumbled and the pain speared up his side, so that all at once, he grew aware of his breath sawing razor-like in his throat—the burning in his chest—the ache in his shoulder that had not yet healed; the throb in his ribs where his father had struck him. On the ship they had chained him to keep him in place, claiming that they did it with love; they were saving his life from ruin, they said. His brother had clapped him on his wounded shoulder and laughed at his expression—and then, when Adrian had hawked spit across that smirking mouth, had cursed and kicked him like a mongrel dog.


“You will thank me for that one day,” his brother had said by way of farewell. Wiping his jaw, he had added, “I will have your apology then.”


There would be no apology.


Faster.


Out of the dimness of twilight emerged a group of people in festive finery, men and women stumbling into each other, their wine-drunk laughter light in the cool autumn air. The girls wore bracelets of flowers braided round their wrists and brows; the flowers were orange blossoms, bridal flowers, purloined from a wedding.


Not hers, he told himself. Not yet. She will not bend for them. She will wait for me.


The group, seeing him, called out greetings. He had no breath for a reply. He was flying now, flying toward the manse. Faster, he thought. Faster.
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ENGLAND, 1715


Nora was sitting at her dressing table, her maidservant Grizel braiding her hair for bed, when she heard hoofbeats on the road without. For a moment her heart swelled with relief: David, she thought. Her brother had finally returned, and she could surrender his cares to his own keeping. Thank God for it: they had worn her to the bone.


The next second, the maid crossed to open the window. Peering down, she gasped. “King’s riders, my lady,” she said over her shoulder.


Nora felt the blood drain from her head.


King’s riders, approaching by night with no message sent ahead to announce them: the only conclusion was that they meant to take the household by surprise. Their mission was not a friendly one.


Somebody had betrayed her.


“My gown,” she said as she rose. “Lace me quickly. And leave the window open.”


As she impatiently submitted to Grizel’s nimble hands, she heard the household stirring back to life. Dogs barked in the inner courtyard. Tack jingled and a horse whinnied. Low voices rose on the cool night breeze, impossible to discern. She caught three distinct timbres, and then a fourth. Her chest tightened. “How large is the party?” she asked. “Could you tell?”


“I saw . . . eight, nine mounts?”


“So many?” Nora cast her mind back to the letter she had received last week. Since the riots at Oxford, the government had recalled the old act, passed before the Civil War, that allowed the king’s agents to search any house suspected to harbor traitors. But to come this far into the Lancashire wilderness, with so very many men . . . 


Evidently they felt certain they would not leave this place empty-handed.


She took a deep breath. No cause to fear, she told herself. As Grizel’s hands fell away, she squared her shoulders. In the standing mirror in the corner, she saw herself: small, dark, half-lost in the shadows of the room.


It would not do. She lifted her head, trying for a prouder look. These visitors would behave as her manner instructed them. Best that they see a grand lady, deserving of respect.


“What can they want now?” Grizel whispered.


Turning, Nora found her maid twisting a lace cap in her hands. Her anxious gaze begged for reassurance.


Not for the first time, Nora felt a stab of anger. Her brother’s mad schemes had endangered every soul in his care. At a time when heavy rains and failing crops should have riveted his attention to his estates, he conspired instead in French palaces, and exposed every throat in this house to the axe.


The thought was disloyal. She forced it away. David had no choice, after all. When her majesty had died and the German had come from Hanover to take the throne, their father’s enemies had been waiting. They had whispered lies into the new king’s ear. In the end, Father had been impeached, stripped of his title, and driven from England.


Neither Father nor David could be expected to tolerate such insult. As her brother often said, only dogs and cowards licked the boot that kicked them. And if the Colvilles did submit . . . who was to say that next, these lands would not be taken from them, too? The crown had already seized their more far-flung holdings, but Nora’s late husband had labored to ensure that Hodderby and its environs were spared.


Now that her husband was dead, the Whigs no longer had cause to treat the Colvilles kindly. Before David could tend to these estates, he first must ensure that they remained his to protect.


As the panic ebbed, she began to think more clearly. Why, of course—nobody had betrayed her. The king’s men did not come because they had learned of David’s activities. More likely they came because this household had once belonged to her father, who had fled to the Jacobite court. They came on a mission of simple harassment.


“I cannot guess why they have come,” she lied to the maid. “But I am sure there is good reason for it, and no cause for our anxiety.”


“Yes, my lady,” murmured Grizel. She did not sound convinced, but no matter. So long as the men did not know about David’s affairs, there truly was nothing new to fear.


Unless, of course, it occurred to these visitors to dig up the cellar floors . . . or seize the stores of wine. The double-chambered barrels concealed more than canary and port. They housed enough gunpowder to demolish a fortress—or this house, if handled roughly.


A knock came at the door, causing her to jump. Surely they would not come straight to her rooms? Such boldness would bode very ill.


“Come,” she called.


At least she sounded calm. That was a good beginning.


The door opened to reveal the steward, Mr. Montrose. He looked harassed, his white wig sitting askew on his heavy brow, revealing a wisp of gray hair beneath. “My lady,” he said breathlessly. “I beg your pardon, but Hooton says a party of riders has come—they are demanding entrance—”


“On whose authority?”


“My lady . . .” He faltered, swallowing loudly. “They carry a writ of Parliament.”


She refused to show how these words chilled her. “Then we have no choice. Permit them entrance and tell Hooton to make them comfortable.” She bent her head so Grizel could pin up her braid.


“But, my lady—”


She looked up. Montrose was wringing his wrists. “What? Speak, sir.”


“My lady, the party is led by Lord Adrian.”


Grizel’s hand slipped. A pin stabbed Nora’s scalp, but she barely registered the pain. Montrose could not mean . . . 


“Lord Adrian?” Her voice no longer sounded calm; it came out rough and choked, though she felt nothing, nothing at all but a prickling disbelief. Surely she was dreaming. Surely he could not mean—


“Ah, forgive me,” Montrose stammered. “I forgot myself. I mean the Earl of Rivenham. He is Rivenham now.”


My God, she thought. Then this was a mission of vengeance, indeed.


David, what have you done to me?


How could you leave me alone to face him?


They were installed in a small parlor with cups of buttered ale. Adrian watched his men assort themselves, settling with unaccustomed hesitance into chairs around the fire. The dark-paneled room seemed too fine for muddied leathers and woolens, but the stench of the journey, horse and smoke and sweat, quickly overwhelmed the sharp, clean scent of wood polish.


He was glad of it. He remembered that scent, the special mix made of aromatic balsam and the wax from Hodderby’s beehives. In the stone entry hall, too, he had been caught off balance by memories. The old butler, Hooton, still answered the door, now with the aid of a cane. The unicorn tapestry next to the stair, the echo of his boots on the stone—the sense of familiarity had cut through his fatigue like a blade, spearing him straight in the gut.


It had made his manner colder than required. He had no complaint against the household, only the master—who was absent, Hooton had stammered. But Lady Towe was in residence.


There was another unwelcome surprise.


But irrelevant, he told himself.


He went to the window and looked out over the darkened parkland. A distant flicker of light in the trees caused him to tighten his grip on his goblet and lean closer to the glass. As a precaution, he had left Lord John Gardiner and a handful of outriders to stand watch from a quarter-mile away until he determined that their reception at Hodderby would be peaceful. Either the fool had disobeyed his orders and lit torches, or someone else was lurking in the wood.


It could not be David Colville. Not yet. Reports had placed him in Calais two days ago.


Perhaps the lady of the house had been expecting a midnight visitor. Did she look out some window upstairs in search of this light?


For her sake, he hoped not. Her presence here was not, in itself, suspicious; it was only logical that after the death of her husband, she had returned to her family home. But if she was involved in this plot, he would spare no concern for her. He would do what he must here, no matter the cost.


As he stared into the darkness, it came to him that another man in his place might feel a measure of dread. In his youth, he had been a friend to the man he now hunted, and to the woman abovestairs . . . more yet. Another man might well feel distaste for the current necessity.


Another man, finding himself at Hodderby again, might recall the boy he had once been, in this place—idealistic, impassioned, full of hope. A fool worth mourning, perhaps.


But Adrian felt nothing. That moment in the entry hall had been brief and unwelcome. It was over.


Sometimes he wondered at this numbness. More often it proved quite useful.


The door opened; leather creaked and throats cleared as his men rose. He took a long drink of his ale, swallowing before he turned.


The Dowager Marchioness of Towe entered the room. Adrian chose instead to focus on the man at her elbow. Here was an amusement, he thought: to find the old steward, Montrose, still on his feet, still fat as a Turk, triple chins aquiver with self-importance.


The maid that followed them carried a lamp. As the marchioness halted, the girl lifted it to show her ladyship to the company.


He was prepared for her, but his men were not: one of them sucked in an audible breath. The marchioness was too dark and small, her black brows too heavy and her jaw too bold, to qualify as beautiful. But her body was a spectacle: it would have done a barmaid proud, even in this prim gown the color of blood. The lamp’s glow painted the ripe curve of her bosom and the fullness of her cheek. It drew crimson sparks from the rubies she wore at her throat.


Since it was pressing near to midnight, she would have been abed upon their arrival, or ready for it. Those jewels had been donned mere minutes ago, to remind her visitors of her station.


She would have done better, of course, to disarm them by appearing sleepy-eyed and tousled, in a lace robe that slipped off the shoulder, wearing slippers with no heels, the better to emphasize how small, how negligible, she was.


But she had never been skilled at such games. As a girl she had scorned them. Later, after her marriage . . . 


For whatever reason, she had grown quiet as a nun. No wit, the court’s verdict had run. Adjudged to be rustic and tedious company, she had made no effort to persuade London otherwise.


Adrian had never disputed the other courtiers’ judgments. He shared no opinions at all on the question of the marchioness.


In the inconstant light that rippled from the sconces along the walls, she was taking a moment to spot him. He waited, ignoring the curious glances from his men when he did not move forward to greet her. Despite her silence and the fortune around her throat, she looked to them, no doubt, harmless: a petite siren’s body paired with a girlish face, given to blushes, dominated by large, round eyes.


As her gaze found his, her shoulders stiffened. For a brief moment, her alarm was obvious.


Yes, he thought. You know better than to expect kindness from me now.


He offered her a slight bow.


“My lord Rivenham,” she said. She abjured curtsying for a brief bow of her own, the dip of her head showing him the shining crown of her black hair. The face she lifted was unreadable to him, but he had grown accustomed to that; over the past six years, in crowds, across rooms, it had looked to him, when he had happened to look, like the mask cast to commemorate a dead woman. Attractive, albeit in an unusual way. But lifeless.


He knew enough of her late husband to guess at the cause. For her sake, Adrian supposed he was glad she’d been widowed.


“My lady Towe,” he said. There was no call here for courtesies; they had determined that, tacitly, during their encounters in town. “Your steward will have told you the purpose of our visit. We will require lodging and provisions.”


She stared at him. The light did not provide an exact view of her eyes, but they were gray, penetrating and clear like her voice. What London mistook for coldness was, in fact, a powerful self-possession. “I understood you come to make search of the premises. What provisions could you require for such a simple task?”


“I am glad to hear it will be simple,” he said. “As to the question of provisions, if you do not understand the requirements of a traveling party, your steward no doubt can explain it to you.”


By her impassive expression, the jibe did not register. She turned to confer in a low voice with Montrose. Adrian grew aware of the whispers of his men, who had perceived the undercurrent but had no hope of understanding it.


“The stables have room enough for your horses and your men besides,” she said. “If you—”


“No,” he said. “We will stay in the house.”


She remained silent.


“We will require two private chambers in addition to the lodging for my men,” he continued. “One of the Marquess of Barstow’s sons accompanies us. Lord John will be arriving in the morning.” The boy had whined the entirety of the journey; let him have a taste of a night watch, and a true reason to complain.


She took a step toward him, her maid with the lamp hurrying to follow. “I thought you had come to search the house,” she said in a cutting voice. “If you mean to seize it, and my authority as well, then pray do me the favor of announcing it plainly.”


He allowed himself a slight smile. Once, her bold speaking had fascinated him. He had imagined it the product of a mind that ranged freely and a spirit that quailed at nothing.


But her boldness was nothing so brave. Like a mule, she would persist stubbornly in her duty, never questioning it, until she dropped dead in the harness.


Indeed, for all he knew, her brother had put her to work in his plot.


The thought darkened Adrian’s mood. He felt a dull throb in his shoulder, an old wound, gifted long ago by her brother, that had never healed entirely. He had ridden twelve hours or more today, through rain and wind, and he was more exhausted than he’d thought: his body was sore and so was his temper.


“Plainly, then, madam, in language you will understand,” he said. “I come to do the king’s bidding. I am his agent in this matter and you will treat me as such. That is your only duty: obedience.”


Over the crackling of the fire, he heard the sharp breath drawn by her maid. But she never moved.


“Very well,” she said after a moment. “Montrose, you will instruct Hooton to find places for these men in the east wing, and see their horses stabled. Your lordship, if you would be so kind”—her sarcasm was delicate—“may my household be given to know how long we will be graced by the king’s agent?”


“That I cannot say.” As long as it took, he thought. David Colville had been asking after ships in Calais. This piece of stupidity he would soon compound, for his arrogance would not allow him to remain hidden once in England. He would imagine himself capable of overpowering a small contingent of soldiers. Soon enough, he would make an appearance at Hodderby.


“I see.” The marchioness hesitated. “Then perhaps you will wish me to absent myself. I can withdraw to a cousin’s estate—”


“Oh, no.” It was coming to him that he could not have planned this ambush better: she would make an excellent lure for her wayward brother. Indeed, once David Colville learned the identity of his sister’s guest, rage might lead him directly to the front door. “Forgive me for not making myself clearer. For the remainder of our stay, this household will not stir beyond the grounds.”


She took the lamp from the maid and lifted it, as though to see him more clearly. Instead, she showed him herself: her owl’s eyes, wide and pale and startled; the thick black brows that a vainer woman would have plucked; the grave line of her bowed lips, and the pulse beating too rapidly in her throat. “I—you cannot mean—but that sounds as though we are under arrest!”


“So it does,” he said. “Effectively, so you are.”
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Stay a moment,” Rivenham said as Montrose ushered out the soldiers. “I must speak with you.”


Speak with me, Nora thought with a hysterical flicker of humor. Once, those words had meant everything to her. I must speak with you, he had whispered that day in the meadow, right before he had laid her down amidst the sweet-scented grass. He had pushed his face into her hair, so his damp breath warmed her throat. For the first time they had spoken of love.


He had been no more than twenty, she a year younger. Children, really.


What a wild, foolish, stupid child she had been!


Yet, for so long after her marriage—for so many endless nights after that first glimpse of him in London, with some woman on his arm touching him as though he were hers, while his eyes passed by Nora as though she were invisible—for so long she had burned to hear him say those words to her again. To know that she was needed; that she could give him what no other woman could; that he loved her yet.


But time had made her wiser. She knew now that a man’s need for a woman was no special compliment. Men had endless needs. Her father, her brother, her late husband—all of them impatiently had required her attention day after day, year after year. She had grown wise enough not to be flattered by need. She had learned to be grateful, instead, for silence and indifference.


As she sat by the fire watching Lord Rivenham prowl the room, she was proud to find no curiosity in herself regarding his need to speak with her. Indeed, she took his words in the same manner that he had spoken them—coldly.


“How large is your household?” he asked. “Count those who sleep in the stables.”


“Forty-eight souls,” she said.


He nodded. His hand passed lightly over objects as he paced: the glass-fronted cabinet of china; the japanned vase that sat atop the small table by the window; the velvet-cut arras cloth that stretched along the wall. He looked out of place in the rough clothing of the road: high boots of brown leather cuffed above his knees; dark breeches, dark waistcoat, a black wool jacket that flared out to reveal the glint of his sword hilt as he turned.


He looked like a barbarian, and she loathed not only his questions but his very presence here. How easily he had decided, at his own convenience, that he no longer wished to ignore her! Worse, she had no choice but to accede to his decision, for he came from the king.


“I will allow you twenty people,” he said. “The rest, all who are not necessary for the running of the household, will be dispatched to their villages for the remainder of our stay.”


The order fired an anger that astonished her. It was not her way any longer to submit to tempers, but it took great effort to keep hold of her composure now. “There is no one who is not necessary to this household. Else I would have dismissed them already.” Moreover, most would have nowhere to go: after a summer of floods that imperiled the crops of corn and wheat, no household would welcome them.


“Then your decision will be difficult,” he said.


“So will your breakfasts and suppers,” she said, “and your laundering as well.”


The corner of his mouth lifted in acknowledgment as he turned toward her. She found herself resenting even the way he moved: with a sort of liquid grace that had won him a host of admirers, all the way up to her majesty, who had favored him especially for dancing. The Queen’s Delight, they used to call him in London. Her majesty had loved nothing better than the attention of talented, pretty men, and Adrian had always been that: tall and broad-shouldered, fashioned in lean, taut lines, with silver-pale hair and slumberous green eyes.


But pretty no longer described him. He looked weathered now, hardened, in the way of soldiers who slept in the open. Beneath the broad bones of his cheeks, his face hollowed; the set of his jaw conjured grimness, and his neck was corded with muscle. His eyes remained as thickly lashed as a woman’s, but as he regarded her now they glinted with the sort of malicious intelligence that women were not allowed to claim.


He looked like a handsome stranger, and not a kind one.


“You will find a way,” he said. “All across the kingdom, the Marchioness of Towe is reputed for her housekeeping.”


But not for much else, his tone implied.


Unblinking, she stared at him. She knew the low regard in which the court’s more glittering circles held her. Was she meant to care that his shallow, vain, foppish friends thought her cloddish?


Perhaps he did not allude to the court’s judgments, though. Perhaps he meant to wound her with an older reference. She could still recall the day she had railed at him in the wood. I am to tally accounts and stitch seams until I am gray, she had raged. Counting bottles of port and overseeing the making of soap—if I am lucky enough to survive the childbed. What woman should look forward to marriage? Why celebrate such an end?


Childish complaints. But she still might have avoided that end, if only she had never met him.


The thought echoed in her head, growing ludicrous. No woman of sense would envy a spinster’s uncertain lot. She took a long breath to calm herself. Reputed for her housekeeping. The mockery seemed sharper by the moment, but she would not give him the satisfaction of seeing it register.


To her relief, he turned away to resume his inspection of the room. “When did you return to Hodderby?” he asked.


She sat back. She had returned as soon as she had been able, but her path had not been direct from London. Her mother-in-law had insisted on detaining her in Hertfordshire for three long months after Towe’s death, putting her every morning to prayer in the chapel, bidding her beg God for an heir, until finally it had become clear even to the old woman that Nora’s womb was empty.


The Marchioness of Towe is reputed for her housekeeping. But for all her efforts, for all the bitterness she had swallowed to do her duties smiling, she had failed at the most important task of a wife.


The failure had not gladdened her, but there had been a strange justice in it, one that philosophers might have appreciated.


She cleared her throat. “Why do you wish to know?”


He paused before a portrait of an ancestor, stiff in an Elizabethan ruff. She watched him study the painting with growing anger. Do not pretend such interest in it, she thought. You have seen it before.


“I didn’t know you had returned,” he said. “It interests me.”


“My decision to return interests you? Where did you imagine I would go?”


He smiled slightly. “What interests me is the fact that I did not know of it. Did you come in secret?”


She stiffened. “I did not. I came near to five months ago, with no small party of outriders. And why should it surprise you? Is it your call to keep track of me?”


“My call?” He turned toward her, lifting a silver-blond brow. Once these Gallic mannerisms of his had lent him a fey air. But now that his face had become a man’s, the effect seemed more calculated and intimidating. “No, of course not. But you have always interested me, my lady. Perhaps you recall it.”


Her skin prickled as though someone had walked over her grave. His tone was a horrible mismatch to his words. He alluded for the first time in years to matters long past, but he did so lightly, mockingly, as though their shared history were a joke he had heard in a tavern.


She laid a hand to her cheek and felt the heat there. This evidence of her blush enraged her: it suggested he had some power over her yet. Worse, it showed to him that he might.


“You know my father is not here,” she said. “I fear the new king has sent you on a fool’s mission.”


He did not reply to this. “You say you came five months ago.”


After a moment, she nodded. Had her answer suggested something to him? She cast her mind back, but could think of nothing significant about April past, save that Parliament had finally set in motion the impeachment proceedings against her father. But Father had already fled to France by then. He was innocent of wrongdoing—a faithful member of the High Church, and a true servant to his country—but with his Whig enemies come to power under the new king, the verdict against him had not surprised anyone.


“I would have come sooner,” she said, “but after Lord Towe died, I remained with his mother for a time.”


“How dutiful,” Rivenham murmured.


It did not sound like a compliment, and she felt herself bridling again. How odd, after so many years, to converse with him in this way. From love to silence to hatred, with nary a word between.


One of his long-fingered hands settled on the back of a chair as he faced her, his heavy signet ring catching the firelight. Four years ago, the death of his elder brother had made him the earl. Some whispered that he had expedited this process by smothering his brother with a pillow as the man lay witless with fever.


Nora could not believe the rumor. But it did play uneasily through her mind that the boy she’d known had never longed for power, whereas the man he had become seemed to glory in it. Why else had he cultivated the late queen’s favor, petitioning to play her diplomat at George of Hanover’s court?


“I suppose you must have given thought to the other questions I will ask,” he said. “Shall we save trouble by skipping directly to your answers?”


She pushed a hand over her brow. His manner was so strange, this scene so unimaginable, and the hour so late, that she felt a momentary, giddy wonder: perhaps she was only dreaming.


“Speak,” he said sharply.


She pulled herself straight. “You forget yourself!” She was not one of his servants. “I have no choice but to allow you to stay in my home, and to search it as you will. But his majesty cannot command me to tolerate your insults!”


A brief silence passed, in which he did not move. And then she saw his fingers loosen slightly on the back of the chair, and it came to her that before this moment, he had been . . . braced for something.


Why? What cause had he to find this meeting uncomfortable? He had ignored her with effortless skill for six years now. Was he angered by her refusal to be cowed?


Or did this meeting seem as impossible, as mad and strange, to him as it did to her?


“Forgive me,” he said slowly, as though the words of apology tasted foreign, and required special care in the pronunciation. “It is late, and my manners suffer from the road. I assure you, madam, that this occasion is no more agreeable to me than to you.”


She swallowed. They were dancing nearer and nearer to the heart of the matter now. “Why are you here, then? Why has the king sent you?”


He stared at her, still impassive. The long clock in the hall began to chime, its low, mournful notes marking the death of the day. “You were better to ask my intentions here,” he said. Some weight in the words bade her to take it as a warning. “Do you know where your family is?”


What sort of trick was this? Everyone knew where her father was. In the newspapers, in the coffee and chocolate houses, his flight to France had sparked a thousand speculations. “Lord Hexton has . . . gone abroad.”


He did not react. “And your brother?”


She felt a sharp thump of panic. Why did he ask after David? “He has gone north to hunt. The grouse are in season.”


“Indeed? An unusual time to absent himself.”


She stared at him, unable to reply, but understanding his skepticism perfectly. The harvest was upon them, but it would soon become a season of death if the rain did not cease. Corn and wheat could not survive such wet, and without them, men did not survive the winter unless they were wise enough to have planted sufficient oats and potatoes besides.


But Lord Hexton had never been one for farming. He had saved his strategies for court politics, and left his son to worry for the crops. David, in turn, had counted on the weather, and on the wealth in their coffers to purchase what stores they lacked. But the strongbox stood empty now, its contents having been spent on weaponry. Meanwhile, the tenants came to her each morning, their eyes shadowed by sleepless nights, concerned for the children they must feed.


“It is September,” she said. “The grouse are thick on the ground. When else should he hunt?”


Rivenham gave her a measured, cold smile. “With whom does he hunt, then?”


“With friends.”


“Which friends?”


“Any number of them. My brother is not one to forget old affections.”


The jibe slipped from her without conscious intention. She felt her heartbeat stutter.


Adrian—no, she could not think of him so; she would only think of him as Rivenham—gave her a strange half smile. No longer the Queen’s Delight, he; now that George of Hanover had taken the throne, he had become the king’s own blade.


“You understand,” he said, “that I am not one of those friends.”


Her breath caught. So quietly he spoke, but there was something cold in his face and his eyes.


For all the times that the sight of him had made her burn, she had never before been afraid of him.


“Yes.” Her voice barely carried the word. She wet her lips and tried again. “I would never think otherwise.”


“Then my plain speaking will not shock you,” he said. “I am here because of your brother’s dealings at Bar-le-Duc. Apparently the grouse are thick there as well.”


Who had told him that David had been to France?


Or was he only acting on a suspicion?


She tried for a puzzled frown. “You confuse my brother with my father, sir.”


“Your father is another matter,” he said with a shrug. “He remains safely ensconced in the Pretender’s court. Your brother, on the other hand, left James Stuart six days ago. He sails for England now.”


She sat very still, praying her expression did not betray itself. How did he know these things? The last letter had been in code, and she had burned it directly. Who had betrayed David?


Rivenham sat down across from her, his eyes never leaving her face. “It amazes me how well you guard yourself. I can tell nothing from your looks anymore.”


Anymore. Such a small word to make her breath stop.


He leaned forward. She began to tremble as his hand settled against her cheek. The pad of his thumb nudged up her chin.


His touch was warm and light, but he might as well have held her in a grip of iron. She could not move. She stared into his eyes, green as emeralds, with the light of the fire dancing across them.


“I can help you,” he said. “If you trust me. Permit me to help you now, Nora.”


Her lips parted but she caught back the first syllable before it could escape. Adrian, she would have said. He had spoken her name and it unleashed in her throat the feel of his, the sharp vowels, the tripping conjunct. Adrian, Adrian.


Now his palm, rough with calluses, cupped her cheek. A whimper lodged in her chest. This touch was a shock for which she could not have prepared. Her dumb flesh did not recognize or care that the man touching her so tenderly was her family’s enemy. It reacted only to the dim memory of affection—to how sweet, so sweet it had been, to be touched with care.


She sat frozen in mortification as tears pricked her eyes. She had supposed this awful need had been crushed out long ago. She had thought herself wiser. Older. Beyond this hunger. Self-sufficient and untouchable.


“Tell me,” he whispered. “What is David’s aim?”


Her heart stopped. The next second it resumed with a thud, a painful blow that made her chest burn.


He had spoken her name deliberately, to provoke and disarm her. He meant to trick her into indiscretion. Into betraying her own brother!


He would put her brother’s head on the block.


She recoiled from his touch, biting the urge to curse him when he sat back with no visible reaction. The hurt she felt was sharp, soul-deep, and it touched off a mortified rage. Why should she care if he meant to manipulate her? Six years! She was a fool to expect anything different! Children grew up. Men did not spend their lives mourning a trifling diversion that had begun and ended with one summer.


“You see nothing in my face,” she said, low and harsh, “because there is nothing to see but bafflement. You speak a passel of lies fed to you by some mistaken idiot or malicious liar. I suppose I should not be surprised that you believe them: a fool’s mission requires a fool to lead it.”


He sighed and rubbed his hand over his face; when it lowered, she saw for the first time how weary he was.


Good, she thought. She wondered how far he had ridden today, how fiercely he had pushed his men, in his eagerness to destroy what remained of her family.


“A shipment of arms was intercepted off the coast four weeks ago.” He waited a moment, during which she dared not breathe. “When put to persuasion, the captain spoke your brother’s name.”


Horror clawed through her. Could David have been so careless in his arrangements? “Lies! Someone, some enemy of my brother’s arranged for this—”


He snorted. “So will go his defense, no doubt.” He pushed to his feet. “I will take it, then, that you are ignorant. If I am wrong, and you involve yourself in the pretender’s cause, then consider my gentle approach to be the courtesy you demanded from me earlier. So long as you make no trouble during my time here, you will be left alone.”


Briefly she wrestled with her tongue. Nothing was to be gained by baiting him.


But when he had almost reached the door, she leapt to her feet. Her venom could not be suppressed. “We are to be strangers, then? I am glad of it!”


He stopped but did not turn.


She stepped toward him. “You see, I dislike very much your cat-and-mouse games. They seem so womanish to me. I had thought better of you, but it was my mistake.”


His head turned, showing her a three-quarters profile. “If we are strangers,” he said flatly, “it was by your choice, madam.”


“Choice?” She took another step toward him. “What choice did I have in it? Oh, but I see—this is how you comfort yourself for what you do now. No doubt you think this charge laid on you by the king makes a sweet revenge for your wounded pride!”


A muscle flexed in his jaw. He turned, his green eyes hard as they speared hers. “Pride has no place in it. I am here to arrest your brother on suspicion of treason and take him to London for judgment. That is my charge, and be damned to anyone who stands in my way. So take comfort, madam: if you had no choice then, you certainly have none now.”


The door shut, closing her into midnight’s silence.
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A braver or prouder woman would have turned down the posset that Grizel brought to her that night. One sniff and Nora knew there was a sleeping tonic in it. But she had never cared much for her pride, and if she had, that one touch in front of the fire would have shredded it to ribbons.


She did not love the man Adrian Ferrers had become, but she was not unaffected by him. His touch stirred a part of her that she would rejoice to disown: to cut out with a knife, if only she could. This unwise and wild part of her had led to every mistake she’d ever committed. It had kept her unhappy in her marriage, where other women would have learned contentment. It had lured her to mad dreams and despair.


She had thought it vanquished, but it awoke at the sight of him—as it always had.


She drank the posset to the dregs and went into her solar to wait for its effect. By the window seat she kept a variety of instruments: her brother’s barytone stood in a handsome stand, and her mandolin and lute and tambour hung from pegs above. She took down the lute and strummed a soft tune as she stared into the featureless night.


But music made its own thoughts, and after some minutes she realized with a black start where her fingers had led her: this plaintive tune she plucked had been accompanied in old times by Rivenham’s clever fingers on the mandolin.


She replaced the lute and paced back into the bedchamber, where Grizel sat reading Psalms. The maid looked up, a question in her eyes, for her mistress was not accustomed to roaming at so late an hour. But any explanation would be an ill one.


Nora climbed into bed and drew the curtains, sealing herself into darkness before she lay down.


Even the silence seemed charged with significance. After all, Rivenham listened to it as well.


She laid her hand over her eyes. Would that she could darken her memory so easily as her sight! The way he had spoken to her tonight . . . it made her grateful he had never spoken to her in London. To look into his face was to remember a time when he had viewed her as a wonder. The expression in his eyes, those many years ago, had seemed to confirm all her hopes and dreams. Having corrupted her own brain with tales of warrior queens, of lady pirates and adventurers who had slain dragons and traveled the world and brought kings to their knees, she had seen in his love the proof that she was no ordinary woman. For her, anything would be possible.


Tears slipped through her fingers. Their hot progress down her temple reminded her of all the nights when she had struggled and failed not to weep. Silently she had curled at the edge of the mattress, trembling lest her husband turn in bed and feel the dampness on her pillow, for her tears had angered him immeasurably, and in his anger he had not been kind.


How long did it take for dreams to die? She had thought herself beyond this girlish grief. Her fate had not been so cruel. Indeed, she might be counted fortunate. David was already planning her next marriage. What more could a woman wish for than her own household? This time he had proposed a cousin, Cosmo Colville. At least Cosmo did not seem brutish. He likely would not require her company in London, either. He did not believe it was a woman’s place to play hostess in political circles, and—as he had once told her—he found it becoming that she was no diplomat.


His estates lay in a rainy, dark stretch of Yorkshire where the wind-scoured soil yielded little of beauty.


She would rot there until she died.


She took a sharp breath, forcing her thoughts away from this end, but they strayed directly back to Rivenham.


A woman is no less than a man, he’d told her once. My mother might have been a general, were wits the main requirement.


He had worn an unpleasant smile as he’d spoken—one that had made her hesitate to understand his words as a compliment. And I? she’d asked. Would I have been fit for a general?


His smile had gentled then. Lightly, he had traced the curve of her cheek. I can imagine no alternative for you. You are destined to conquer the world just as you are.


That touch . . . how fervently he had seemed to believe his words . . . 


The posset was unfurling through her, softening her brain. Misery loosened its grip a little, allowing a new restlessness to come over her. She stretched out her arms, measuring the width of the mattress. The carved oak posters supported a domed canopy of peacock velvet embroidered with golden leaves and scarlet rosebuds. Three men might have lain beneath it, their elbows never touching.


This, surely, was the sweetest boon of widowhood: to have this space for herself. A hulking man who took up thrice the room his body required; whose heavy limbs fell across hers like weights to suffocate her: where was the comfort in that?


She reached out to finger the lace that trimmed the bed curtains. Although she had lain with him, she had never slept at Adrian’s side. They had lacked opportunity. He had come to Hodderby as her brother’s guest, which in itself had been extraordinary enough: though their lands adjoined, his family, the Ferrers, were Catholic, and Catholic nobility did not often mix with outsiders. A chance meeting in London had led David to befriend him, after which there was no question but that he must pay a call, for only a day’s ride separated their holdings.


She had thought him uncommonly handsome at their first meeting, but handsome men had not interested her. Having watched both her mother and elder sister die in childbirth, she had lived in terror of the prospect of marriage.


But Adrian Ferrers, a Catholic, was no candidate for wedlock. And so his presence had not called for caution. That first night at dinner, when he had spoken of Continental philosophers, of foreign places and strange sciences, she had eagerly joined the conversation . . . And though David had laughed, Adrian had listened to her; he had listened carefully, and given such charming, thoughtful replies . . . 


Her eyes opened.


The curtains were drawn back to show sunlight flooding the room, sparkling across the mother-of-pearl inlays in the heavy oak wardrobe.


For a moment, she was as confused by the sun as gladdened by it. Surely the night had not passed so quickly? She had just closed her eyes. These possets always muddled her wits . . . 


Praise God it would not be another day of rain.


A shout came through the window. A man’s shout.


Rivenham. It all came back to her in a moment. She slipped from the bed and rushed toward the window.


Two men were practicing combat in the packed drive, one dressed in rough-spun wool, the other in a suit with fine embroidery. Steel rang out as their swords crossed; the rough-spun man danced backward, shouting a taunt that ended in a laugh as the dark-haired fop cursed and pursued him.


When the fop’s face came into view she recognized him as Lord John Gardiner. She remembered the boy as a vain, idle creature, always looking down his nose. Shortly before her departure from London, he and his father had sat down at her husband’s dining table with the condescension of conquering emperors.


Her husband’s sycophancy had encouraged their airs. It had been clear by then that Queen Anne must die of her illness. Towe had been making a frantic search for new friendships that might preserve his power in the coming era of Whig rule. Nora had sat frozen, watching him grovel through nine courses of rich dinner fare, while Lord Barstow had toyed with his fork and smothered yawns. Lord John had spoken in his father’s stead, a torrent of sly insults that had made Towe’s face whiten.


But her husband had conceded to their every demand. He had borrowed and begged and robbed his own tenants to pay for the Gardiners’ friendship. Shortly thereafter, in the Parliamentary debate regarding her father’s impeachment, that friendship had yielded a single boon. Lord Barstow had argued that the traitor’s kin should not be punished too sorely for his sins. May we not teach these wretched souls the value of mercy? May we not show them a true example of Christian kindness, so at odds with the wicked model of their father? In a self-congratulatory mood, the Whigs had agreed, allowing Hodderby and its environs to remain in David’s possession.


Her husband had been pleased by this evidence of the Gardiners’ favor. But he had not lived long enough to test their continued affection. As for Nora, she had only seen Lord John once after that day. Evidently she had not greeted him warmly enough. What will it take for the Colvilles to learn their place? he had drawled. You look me in the eye when you would do better to thank me on your knees.


Her knuckles throbbed with the force of her grip on the windowsill. Such company Rivenham brought to her house!


She took a deep breath to calm herself, and then another. The late-summer day had dawned cloudless, and a cool breeze came off the nearby field of rapeseed, carrying a pungent scent that prickled in her nose like pepper. At least there would be no rain today.


More raucous laughter rose from below.


Come to search the premises, had they? These men were gamboling like boys on holiday!


But of course they were. Searching the house was only the pretext for their visit. In truth, they had come to ambush her brother. Rivenham had said as much.


Her grip loosened. Last night, in her anger and panic, his admission had sounded like a threat. Now, in the bright light of the morning, she saw it differently. He’d had no need to tell her his true intent.


Could he have meant to warn her?


She spun toward the open door. “Grizel!”


Her maidservant appeared, a cup of tea in hand. “My lady? Will you drink?”


She waved away the cup. “The tenant whose son broke his leg two days ago. John Plummer, was it not?”


“Aye, the Plummers,” Grizel said. “John and Mary, son by the name of William. Last winter the arm, and now the leg: that’s the clumsiest boy God ever designed.”


Nora smiled. “Do they still live near the apple grove on the eastern border?” The river Hodder had flooded two years ago, displacing many of the tenants.


Grizel nodded. “Now same as then.”


“Then fetch me a new quill.” Nora crossed to her writing desk. That apple grove was where she found the correspondence that did not come through the post—and where she left her own secrets, when she had cause to share them.


Lord Rivenham had told her that she could not stir beyond the grounds of Hodderby. But the grove lay within them.


The telescope took Adrian by surprise.


He laid a hand on the finely grained beech wood, stroking it once before lifting the machine from its pedestal. The inlaid brass was brightly polished, the dial well oiled.


He wondered how it had won pride of place in Lord Hexton’s library. She would have had a difficult time explaining to her father how it had come into her possession. The glass had been crafted in Bohemia, to Adrian’s specifications in conference with Mr. Newton. The beechwood body and brass fittings had been assembled in France. He had spent two quarters’ allowance on it and consequently lived a hard winter at La Flèche, dependent on the goodwill of his fellow collegians to keep him from freezing after his store of coal ran out.


He’d given it to her without a moment’s thought for its loss.


So full of wonder she had been, back then. To see it spread over her face when she’d first looked through the telescope had been like to seeing the sun rise for the first time in his life.


Oft she had looked at him with the same expression. Perhaps the boy he’d been had even deserved it. In those days, his hands had been unstained, his sleep untroubled.


One could envy the pleasures of innocence, he thought. But the fate of innocents—how easily their gullibility led them to slaughter—that was worth no envy. For the sake of his soul, he should pity those who trusted in the goodness of the world to safeguard them. But when he thought of the boy he had once been, pity was harder to feel than contempt.


He had trusted her completely. What fool did such a thing, and then dared to mourn when betrayed?


“Find something?”


He looked up. Braddock, twisted at the waist atop a short ladder that rested against the bookcase, watched him quizzically.


I have found a piece of foolishness, he thought. She should have destroyed the instrument. It would have been safer for her.


The woman she had become . . . he would have sworn that woman would destroy it very easily.


“Nothing of note,” he answered. Because he did not like the feel of the instrument in his hands, the solid, undeniable weight of it, he returned it to its stand. The odd feeling he put down to fatigue. He had not slept well last night. This place, more than most, inspired twisted dreams. “And you?” he asked Braddock. “You’ve been poking at those books long enough to learn to read.”


Braddock gave him a wry smile. “What do you reckon?” He leapt off the ladder, landing easily despite his bulk. Ruddy and dark, he was the son of a wherryman who had earned his living steering boats on the Thames. This made Braddock an unlikely man at arms, but sure-footed on any surface, with skill to navigate so long as there were stars.


His complaints were not so useful. “Here’s a waste of our time, searching,” he went on. “A nice pantomime, when where we should be waiting is Dover, to hunt the bastard down like a dog.”


Adrian lifted a brow. “Barstow’s son said much the same over breakfast this morning.”


Braddock grimaced. “Now you wound me, you do. To sound the smallest bit like that puling milksop—”


“Then distinguish yourself by using your brain. The cause here is not war but the prevention of it.” The recent Riot Act had gone far to quiet the disturbances that had swept England during the spring, but Adrian had taken note of the mood in the towns they had passed on their journey here. At the taverns, in the coffeehouses, an ominous silence had greeted their appearance, and he had seen more than one man pass his wineglass over water before offering up toasts to the king.


These silent tributes to the pretender did not trouble Adrian so much as the boldness with which they were essayed. The kingdom was a powder barrel in want of a spark.


“Slaying a man in the street would not be restful to the public mood,” he said.


Braddock gave a sigh. “Aye, I suppose. So we sit here in wait of him like a cat at a mouse hole. Simple work, if a mite slow.”


Adrian shrugged. This task was simple for those under his command, but for himself, there was danger in it. He understood that better, even, than the king did. George Augustus was shrewd, but he was not English. One day he would learn to divine the murky undercurrents of Parliamentary politics, but at present, his logic and intuition often combined to point him down the wrong path.


The king himself recognized this weakness, and depended on English advisors. He had asked certain men in Parliament to choose a reliable man to corral a traitor. Let it be a man of stature, he had said, with the authority and the willingness to complete the task peaceably or bloodily, as the situation requires.


He had not realized that his advisors’ recommendation of Adrian was an attempt at political assassination. Somerset and Lord Huthwaite in particular disliked the prospect of a former Catholic drawing so close to power. Should Adrian fail to capture David Colville, they would ensure that his religious history shed a particular light on his failure. Soon, he would be the one to whom the whiff of treason attached.
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