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[image: image]

Richmond, England

November 1824

Charlotte Harris, headmistress and owner of Mrs. Harris’s School for Young Ladies, sat at her desk and reread—twice—the pleading letter she had composed to Cousin Michael, her anonymous benefactor.

Then she tore it up. What was the point of writing him, when every letter she sent to his solicitor was returned unopened?

She wiped her clammy hands on her skirt. He had to know what desperate straits the school was in—he knew everything. And until six months ago, he had always told her everything he knew. But after she had pressed him so hard about his identity, he had ended their correspondence. There had not been a word from him since.

The hollow fear that gripped her so often these days made her stomach clench. All right, so perhaps he had good reason to be angry at her. She had agreed not to press him about his anonymity.

Still, how could he abandon them after all this time? He had been part of the school’s inception fourteen years ago. Indeed, without him there would be no school. She would probably still be languishing as a teacher at the school in Chelsea, dreaming of the day when she could open her own institution governed by her own curriculum and her own rules.

Now their idiot neighbor, Mr. Pritchard, was about to sweep it all away. He was rumored to be on the verge of selling Rockhurst, the estate adjoining the school’s property, to the owner of a racecourse in Yorkshire. She could just see it—rough men flocking to bet on the races, spilling onto the school’s lawn and accosting her girls.

How could Cousin Michael stand by and let it happen? He owned this property. Did he not care if she was forced out?

She sucked in a breath. That was what hurt the most—the possibility that he was letting it happen so he could gain higher rents. From the beginning, her rent had been lower than that charged by other landlords in Richmond, and now, with property values in the area soaring, it was ridiculously low. In all these years, her mysterious cousin had never raised it. Why, she wasn’t sure. Perhaps because he realized she could only afford a modest increase?

That was especially true now that enrollment had fallen off, fueled by the scandals dogging her pupils in the last year. If rumors about a possible sale of the property next door proved true, it would make matters even worse.

She would have to fight it. When she had thought that Rockhurst was about to be bought months ago, she and her friends had come up with several good ideas for thwarting Mr. Pritchard’s plans. They could set up a petition to the licensing board again, or—

“Beg pardon, madam.”

She looked up to see her personal footman in the doorway. “Yes, Terence?”

“Lord Kirkwood is here to see you.”

A pounding began in her chest. David? Here? No, that could not be. What possible reason could he have now that his wife, a former pupil of the school, was dead?

She thrust her shaking hands under the desk to hide them from her too-perceptive servant. “Are you sure it’s Lord Kirkwood?”

“The one who married Miss Sarah Linley, right?”

She nodded. “Did he say what his visit concerns?”

“I asked, but he told me it was private.” Terence, always protective of her, crossed his arms over his meaty chest. “So I told him that men aren’t entitled to privacy when they visit a girls’ school.”

“Terence!”

His lip twitched. “And he said he wasn’t in the habit of giving up his privacy for the amusement of impudent footmen.”

She gave a rueful laugh. “That does sound like something he would say.”

Terence looked perplexed. “You know him, then? I didn’t think he had ever been here, not even after he married Miss Linley.”

“I know him socially through Lord Norcourt.”

That was both an overstatement and a vast understatement of her association with David Masters, the Viscount Kirkwood.

She was fortunate he was even civil to her on the few occasions they met in society. Considering the great wrong she had committed against him and his family years ago, she would not fault him for giving her the cut direct.

Indeed, she had been afraid of his doing exactly that when she had attended poor Sarah’s funeral months ago. But despite knowing how uncomfortable her presence would make him, Charlotte had felt compelled to make an appearance.

She and David had exchanged the barest of greetings, though he had been surprisingly cordial for a man who must despise her. Why, just remembering the summer of the Great Debacle made her cringe.

So what on earth had brought him here? She could not imagine a more awkward situation. In all these years, she and David had never been alone together, never spoken of what she had done to him.

“Should I send him packing?” Terence asked.

For a second, she was tempted. But something important indeed must have brought him to visit the woman who had once wronged him so horribly. “No. Just show him in.”

After Terence left, she checked her appearance in the mirror to make sure her auburn curls were not too badly askew and her face not too pale. Perhaps it was foolish, but she wanted to look her best before him, of all people. She scarcely had time to smooth her skirts and pinch her cheeks before he was ushered into her office, bringing her face-to-face with the man she had nearly married so long ago.

Pasting a smile on her lips, she walked forward with her hand extended. “Lord Kirkwood. How nice to see you again.”

His eyes flashed with some hidden emotion. “Charlotte.” He took her hand and pressed it briefly before releasing it.

Charlotte. Not Mrs. Harris, but Charlotte, spoken in the husky tone that had made her heart flip over when she was eighteen and he nearly twenty.

No, she must not think of that. Those days were gone forever, lost in the pages of their pasts. Time and her own mistakes, as well as his, had changed them both irrevocably.

Nothing proved that more than the dusting of gray at his temples, the lines of care worn into his brow. At thirty-seven, David was still uncommonly handsome, with the aggressively masculine features of a man who had always commanded attention, from the sharp blade of his nose to the cleft in his chin. His coloring reminded her of the forest—his eyes a leafy green and his thick, wavy hair the dark brown of walnuts and bark and rich tilled earth.

And his body . . .

She turned sharply and hurried behind her desk, afraid she might blush. At eighteen, she had noticed his body in the vague way of a virgin unfamiliar with sensual delights. But now, as a widow of some years, she noticed it with an awareness bordering on pain.

Since Sarah had been dead for six months now, he wore half-mourning, with some white blended in with his black. Ebony trousers encased the lean hips and muscular thighs of a man who kept himself fit, while his finely tailored morning coat of jet black saxony showed off his broad shoulders. And she could well imagine those large gloved hands, one of which gripped the handle of a leather satchel, playing over a woman’s body with the surety of experience . . .

Heavens, she had to stop this. Terence was eyeing her from the door with rank curiosity, obviously hanging about to make sure David did not harm her.

She frowned at him. “Thank you, Terence. You may go.”

With a grunt the man left.

“Rather a rough sort for a footman,” David said dryly.

“He used to be a pugilist.”

“Why on earth would you hire a boxer as a lady’s footman?”

Bristling at the criticism, she said, “Because his skills are more useful to a woman going about town alone than any niceties of behavior.” She forced a smile. “But I’m sure you didn’t come here to discuss my servants, Lord Kirkwood.”

Gesturing to the chair before the desk, she took her own seat, needing something massive between them to keep her mind from wandering to her unwelcome attraction to a man who surely loathed her.

Yet he did not look as if he loathed her. He watched her steadily as he sat down with the easy motion of a man very comfortable in his surroundings. “Actually, I’ve come bearing good news.”

Good news? From him? “And what might that be?”

“In going through Sarah’s things recently, I discovered a handwritten codicil to her will. In it, she left a substantial sum of money to your school.”

Had she heard him right? “I don’t understand.”

“She bequeathed some of her fortune to the school.”

“Your wife, Sarah. Bequeathed me money.”

“Not you,” he corrected with a lift of his eyebrow. “The school.”

“Yes, of course, the school. But . . .” She thought of Sarah’s snide remarks, the way the woman had behaved at the last tea she’d attended, the seeming contempt Sarah had always shown her fellow pupils. “But why?”

He shrugged. “She always admired you and thought fondly of her days here.”

“Your wife, Sarah, thought fondly of her days here.”

“I believe we’ve already established that the woman under discussion is my late wife, Sarah,” he said dryly.

No doubt he found her response insulting. “Forgive me. It’s just that . . . she never seemed to . . . that is . . .”

“I know Sarah could be . . . difficult. But I believe she secretly held you and the school in high esteem.”

Charlotte muttered, “That was a secret buried so deep as to be invisible.” Then she groaned. “I’m sorry. That was rude. It is just such a shock to think that Sarah had any particular regard for me or the school.”

“Well, the truth of the matter lies in the size of her bequest.” He leveled her with a gaze of dark intent. “It’s thirty thousand pounds.”

Charlotte sucked in a breath. “Oh my word. Are you sure?”

A faint smile touched his lips. “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t.” He removed a sheaf of papers from his satchel and placed them before her. “I took the liberty of having our family solicitor draw up a legal document that fully sets out the particulars she gave in her codicil. Feel free to have your own solicitor examine it.”

Still unable to take in the news, Charlotte just gaped at the formal-looking papers with the name of some legal firm stamped at the top.

“Before you read it, however,” David said, “I should warn you that there is one . . . er . . . string attached to the bequest.”

Charlotte’s gaze flew to his. Of course there was. This had begun to seem like a fairy tale, but life was never so tidy. Sarah had been a malicious little thing, much as Charlotte hated to admit it of any of her pupils. “What sort of string?”

“Sarah wanted the money to fund a new building to house the school. To be named after her, of course.”

“Of course,” she said mechanically, though her mind was elsewhere, trying to make sense of this. “Forgive me, sir, for I know this will sound insulting again, but . . . well, your wife didn’t even give money to the charities we support. I can’t imagine why she would bequeath a fortune to build a new school.”

“She actually donated a great deal to charities anonymously,” he said smoothly. “She was far more philanthropic than anyone knew.”

The picture he painted of Sarah was so odd as to be suspicious. Charlotte hated to speak ill of the dead, but she had to know what was at the bottom of this. “Again I must beg your pardon, but I thought that Sarah’s primary interest was cards, not charity.” That was the nicest way she could put it.

Even so, he flushed. “Yes, well, that is true. But that was a function of her desire to rise in society. She gambled to be accepted among a select group of ladies. And their acceptance came at a high cost.”

“Yet she still had enough money to leave the school a huge sum?”

He flashed her a thin smile. “Sarah’s fortune was substantial. Why do you think she and I were forced to elope six years ago? Her father was none too happy to see so much money go to a ‘titled wastrel.’ ”

The conversation was dancing very near to their own situation years ago, and that was the last thing she wanted.

Yet she could not ignore his opening. “Speaking of Sarah’s family, how do they feel about this bequest?”

“They don’t know of it, and I prefer to keep it that way as long as possible. It would pain her brother in particular to learn that Sarah gave money to your school rather than to her siblings. She and Richard were quite close, and she left him only a token amount. I hope I can count on your discretion.”

“Of course,” she said.

He cleared his throat. “About the building . . . I understand that the school’s situation is rather unsettled just now. That Samuel Pritchard means to sell Rockhurst to a fellow who runs a racing establishment.”

“You know Mr. Pritchard?”

“We’ve met in society a time or two.”

She leaned forward. “Do you know if the sale is certain? It will be the ruin of the school if they build a racecourse next door.”

“I can see how it would create difficulties for you,” David said. “But surely you could sell this house and property to build the school elsewhere. That would solve your difficulties, wouldn’t it?”

“For heaven’s sake, no. Aside from the fact that I prefer this location, I do not own the house or the property.”

He did not seem surprised to hear it. “Then who does?”

Charlotte stared down at her hands, wondering what David would think of her strange relation. “To be truthful, I do not know my landlord’s real name. When he offered the property for my use, it was with the condition that I allow him to remain anonymous. He . . . er . . . communicates with me using an alias. We go through a solicitor, a Mr. Joseph Baines.”

“Norcourt’s solicitor?” David asked.

“Yes, actually.” Anthony Dalton, Lord Norcourt, was one of David’s closest friends and had married Madeline, a former teacher from Charlotte’s school. “Anthony and I had a good laugh about it when I learned that he and Cousin Michael have the same solicitor. Do you know Mr. Baines?”

“In passing.” His eyes narrowed. “Cousin Michael. Sarah mentioned him once. He’s your anonymous benefactor?”

“Yes, though he has been virtually nonexistent of late.”

“A pity,” he said, rather curtly. “Now, about your situation with Mr. Pritchard . . .”

But she did not hear anything else, caught by an astonishing thought. What if David was Cousin Michael? Might that explain the sudden supposed “bequest” from Sarah to build a new school?

No, it was impossible. Her “cousin” had approached her through Mr. Baines only four years after the summer of the Great Debacle and her hasty elopement with Jimmy Harris. He had said that her late husband had mentioned her interest in opening a girl’s school and that he wanted to help her achieve her dream.

At that point, David’s public humiliation at her hands would have been fresh in his mind. He would have hated her virulently. He would certainly not have helped her start a school.

Besides, she had seen the solicitor’s name at the top of David’s document, and it was not Joseph Baines.

“Charlotte?” David prodded. “What do you think?”

She blinked, then sighed. “I am afraid I must once again beg your pardon. I was so caught up in considering this bequest that I missed what you said about Mr. Pritchard, my lord.”

“My lord?” His eyes darkened. “Surely we’ve known each other long enough to be less formal.” His voice softened. “You used to call me David.”

“That was before I destroyed your life.” She cursed her quick tongue.

“It was a long time ago. We’re different people now,” he murmured, clearly unwilling to speak of it. He forced a smile. “Beside, thanks to my wife’s unusual codicil, we’ll have to learn to deal with each other. We’re practically going to be in each other’s pockets for the next few months.”

She caught her breath. “I beg your pardon?”

“You really weren’t listening to what I said.” His tone turned wry. “I’ll make it brief, so as to hold your attention. Sarah’s bequest is contingent upon one thing—that I oversee the building of the new school. So you see, Charlotte, we’ll have plenty of time to become reacquainted.”



Chapter Two
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David wished to God he’d never started his masquerade as Cousin Michael. His heart was thundering so loudly he was sure she would hear, and it took every ounce of his will not to tell her the truth.

But that wasn’t possible. The only way he could set right the school’s dicey situation was to reenter her life as himself, without her knowing of his alter ego.

Still, he could tell from the widening of her pretty blue eyes and the paling of her peach-tinged cheeks that he’d shocked her. Was that good? Or did it bode ill for his scheme?

Hard to tell. Charlotte had always had a knack for throwing him off balance, even as children, when she’d done such unorthodox things as climb trees in her pinafore and ride her pony bareback. Despite their years of correspondence, he never knew quite what to expect of her.

This was going to be so bloody difficult, even harder than the six months of mourning he’d endured so far, the six months of not writing to her, of not being sure of her situation. If he could have waited the full year to see her, he would have, but matters had become too dire with Pritchard for that. So he’d settled for waiting until he went into half-mourning, when society would find an association between him and a pretty widow less scandalous.

Now he had to pretend that he didn’t know every difficulty she’d had with the school to date. That he had no clue about how she fretted over it. That he was completely unaware of how his wife’s suicide had added to Charlotte’s problems by rousing every scandal ever discussed about the school.

Because telling her he was Cousin Michael was out of the question. As illogical as Sarah’s leaving money to the school must seem to Charlotte, the fact that he’d been playing a role with her all these years would seem even more so. She would demand to know why he’d set out fourteen years ago to help a woman he’d had every cause to hate. And then he would have to reveal the truth—that it had started out as a diabolical plan to revenge himself on her.

It didn’t matter that his desire to destroy her and her little school was long gone, because the bones of his plan were still in place. Pritchard was determined to get his due, no matter who or what it destroyed. So David had to fix the abominable mess he’d created before she found out.

Unfortunately, the close call with that Spanish fellow Diego Montalvo, who had pretended to want to buy Rockhurst earlier in the year, had shown that David could no longer manipulate matters from afar as Cousin Michael. He needed more control, and that meant ending his masquerade.

Horrible as it had been, Sarah’s death had given him the opportunity. He would step in as himself, inventing a legacy funded out of the money he’d made from investments through the years. No more “cousin,” no more letters of advice.

No telling Charlotte the truth, either. It would devastate her to realize that her friend “Cousin Michael” had sowed the seeds of her destruction; then she would balk at letting him help her.

After losing his fight to save Sarah from herself, he refused to watch another woman drown because of his mistakes. He couldn’t in good conscience let Charlotte lose her school, her only source of income, in a trap of his making. That meant persuading her to see sense. Knowing Charlotte, that would be bloody difficult.

Especially with her staring at him as if he’d just sprouted horns. “Why would Sarah want you to oversee the building of the new school?” she asked.

“Have you forgotten my interest in architecture?”

“It is one thing to have architecture as a hobby, sir. It is quite another to design an entire building.”

Her dismissiveness made him bristle. “What Sarah knew—and you don’t—is that my interest in architecture is more than a mere hobby. I worked very closely with architect John Nash in the building of my town house, and I was responsible for most of the renovation of Kirkwood Manor. You wouldn’t recognize it now.”

“I am sure I would not,” she mumbled, with a fetching blush that staggered him.

As easily as that, he was catapulted back to the summer of his parents’ house party and a handful of damned sweet kisses. Good God, if she continued blushing like a schoolgirl whenever he alluded to their past, he’d have trouble keeping his hands off her.

He stifled a curse. He would have trouble with that regardless. She was still a beauty and after all this time, his blood still raced at the sight of that softly bowed lower lip and that wealth of red curls. Even her mature face and figure only made him want to throw her down on her desk and ravish her.

But he was still in mourning for a wife he’d chosen badly, still drowning in the guilt of his own mistakes. An affair with Charlotte would only make that worse. He’d stupidly given her his heart once—he wasn’t fool enough to do so again.

Not that he had much of one anymore. He’d survived these past few years by packing it away, and he wasn’t about to pull it out so she could stomp the dry-rotted thing into dust.

“The point is moot, in any case,” Charlotte went on, jerking him back to the matter at hand. “I can’t build a new school on property that doesn’t belong to me.”

“Then buy property elsewhere and build the school there.” He held his breath. He had advised that in letters, but she’d ignored him. So he’d refrained from writing, praying that once he reestablished their connection and convinced her to trust him, she would more easily turn to him instead of her “cousin.”

He had to convince her to move the school before she was evicted. She didn’t know how close that danger was. And he couldn’t tell her, or his whole house of cards would come tumbling down.

“You assume I could afford such a thing,” she said. “Even with the bequest—”

“Didn’t you raise a nice sum at that charity event last spring, where that magician performed? If you couple that with a reasonable mortgage and Sarah’s money, you can purchase property and have plenty left over to build a new place.”

She arched one eyebrow. “Have you any idea how much it costs to build near London these days?”

“It doesn’t have to be near London,” he said irritably. “There are schools all over England.”

“Yes, but none with this one’s reputation. And I don’t want to leave Richmond. My friends are nearby, and having the girls near town means better opportunities for education. Unless Mr. Pritchard’s vile choice of a tenant puts me in a situation where I have to move, I intend to continue here.”

She wouldn’t continue here long, because the property didn’t belong to Cousin Michael. It belonged to Pritchard. David had a secret lien on it that allowed him to collect the rents, but the lien ran out in eight months—scarcely enough time to build a new school.

Confound it all, why hadn’t he invented a legacy big enough for her to buy property wherever she pleased?

Because he hadn’t thought she would insist upon remaining close to town. And because he’d known she would be suspicious enough of the amount as it was.

“You’re not thinking ahead, Charlotte. One day your cousin is sure to raise your rent beyond what you can pay, and then what will you do?”

A tiny frown wrinkled her brow. “Perhaps . . .” She brightened. “What if I were to buy the property from Cousin Michael?”

His gut twisted. “Are you sure he would sell it to you?”

“No.” A smile touched her lips. “But I can be very persuasive when I want.”

He knew that only too well. Unfortunately, she would be dealing with Pritchard, who couldn’t sell the property because it was entailed. “You’d still have the problems with your neighbor’s shenanigans at Rockhurst.”

She sat back with a frown. “Yes. There is that. Though I might have some methods for mitigating that.”

He knew her methods, and they wouldn’t work. Pritchard wanted this property back the second the lien was up. “You really would be better off trying to buy and build elsewhere.”

“But I can’t afford—”

“What if I were to help you find a property close to town that you could afford? A place where you could build the school exactly how you want?” He could subsidize that without her knowing. He’d simply make a private arrangement with the seller.

“Why would you do that?” Charlotte asked, her eyes narrowing.

She was every bit as skittish as he’d expected. “Because I mean to honor my late wife’s wishes.” Considering how much damage his wife had done to the school’s reputation, surely he could be forgiven for using her memory to counteract it. “Sarah clearly had some reason for giving you this money. The least I can do as her husband is try to finish the task she set for me.”

Surely eighteen years had sharpened Charlotte’s good sense. He’d just have to keep dangling that thirty thousand pounds in front of her. If he had to, Cousin Michael would raise her rents to force her out.

“I tell you what, Charlotte—why don’t you write your cousin and see what he says about selling? In the meantime, I’ll bring you a list tomorrow of local properties for sale. We could look at them, talk to the sellers—”

“I can’t. Tomorrow is the meeting for the London Ladies Society.”

“Ah yes, one of the charitable organizations Sarah mentioned you’re involved in.”

“She participated in precious few, and even when she did, she complained about our spending so much time with them.” Charlotte’s auburn eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Are you sure she left money to my school?”

He clamped down on his irritation. “It’s in that document I gave you. Have your attorney look over it.”

“I will, don’t worry.”

“If you don’t have an attorney, I can suggest—”

“I have an attorney of my own, for heaven’s sake,” she said defensively. “What sort of fool do you take me for?”

“I was only pointing out—”

“Yes, you were always good at that, weren’t you?” she snapped. “Pointing out. Suggesting. Bullying. Well, no one shall bully me into moving this school until I am absolutely certain it is necessary—not you, not Pritchard, not anyone. I am not the same fool I was at eighteen, David Masters, and I can handle my own affairs without the help of you or any other man!”

And just like that, the past crashed down between them, as palpable as a stone wall.

He fought for calm. Bad enough that the blow she’d administered to his heart and his pride half a lifetime ago still hurt, probably more so today, because she was here in front of him. But must she persist in thinking the worst of him still?

Not that it mattered, as long as he could fix his mistake. They might have killed whatever had been between them in those heady days, but he could still offer her his help, even his friendship. “I’m sure you’re a very capable woman,” he bit out, “and I have no desire to force you into anything that doesn’t suit your purposes.”

Mortification turned her cheeks a fetching pink. “Forgive me, I should not have spoken so bluntly.” She rose. “I am grateful to you for bringing this matter to my attention, and honored that Sarah would offer me such a legacy. But before this goes any further, I will need to have my attorney examine the papers. When he is done, I will consider all the possibilities and ramifications and let you know my decision. That will take time.”

“How much time?” he demanded.

“I cannot say. But I will keep you informed.”

Anger boiled up in him. So she meant to stall him, did she? The hell she would.

She gestured to the door. “Now, if you will excuse me, my lord . . .”

Her deliberately formal “my lord” was the last straw. He shot to his feet. “By all means have your attorney examine the document.” His eyes narrowed. “But I’ll be here again tomorrow. And the next day. And the day after that, until you decide. I won’t dishonor Sarah’s memory by letting this matter drag on.”

Setting her shoulders, Charlotte opened her mouth, but he had a trump card.

“Of course, you can always refuse the bequest, and I’ll understand if you do. You never did like me much.”

She flinched at his allusion to how she’d publicly humiliated him that blasted summer. Good. Now that he’d made it clear he would take her refusal as a repeat of what had happened years ago, her guilt might prevent her from heaping insult upon injury.

She sighed. “Give me two days to have my attorney look at it. I have my meeting tomorrow, but assuming everything is in order with the documents, you may come the day after, and we will discuss how to proceed.”

“Thank you.” Fighting to hide his relief, he bowed. “Until then.”

As he strode from the room, he knew he’d only won a small skirmish. Time had firmed Charlotte’s opinion of him, an opinion colored by their parents’ machinations and events beyond their control. This would not be easy.

But regardless of their past, he meant to save her from herself. This time would not be like last time. Perhaps then he could finally put to rest his lingering obsession with Charlotte Page Harris.



Chapter Three
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Berkshire

Last Time—Summer 1806

By early afternoon of their trip to the Kirkwood estate, eighteen-year-old Charlotte Page wanted desperately to toss her father out of his coach. It just wasn’t fair! If not for Papa, she’d be sitting across from Captain James Harris at Colonel Devlin’s card party in Grosvenor Square. She might even have the chance to dance with him.

The handsome young officer danced awfully well, and he had a good mind, too. Best of all, he treated her as if she had a good mind. He was amiable and considerate and absolutely nothing like Papa.

She wished she could say the same for David Masters, the horrible son of Papa’s horrible friend, the Viscount Kirkwood.

“You’ll be civil to Mr. Masters, won’t you?” her mother pleaded. Mama sat next to Charlotte in Papa’s latest acquisition, a traveling coach so richly appointed that Charlotte was half-afraid of snagging her bracelet on the satin upholstery.

“She’ll be civil, or I’ll know the reason why,” her father growled.

When Mama cringed, Charlotte nearly bit her tongue through, trying not to say something that would get them both into trouble. “If Mr. Masters is civil to me, Papa, I’ll certainly be civil to him. Though I doubt he’ll bother. Why should he, when you’ve already guaranteed him my hand and my dowry?”

Papa’s lips thinned. “You’re lucky he’ll even consider you, missy, dowry or no. His family has money enough—they don’t need ours. Besides, ’tis not your place to worry about who gets your dowry. That is my concern.”

“But I’ll be the one who has to live with whomever I marry, Papa. And a man who wants me only for my money—”

“Like that Captain Harris?”

“Wh-what do you mean?” She’d tried to hide her interest in the cavalry officer, knowing what Papa would think about a man with no connections as a suitor.

“I’m not blind, girl. I’ve noticed you and the man talking and dancing together every time we go to Colonel Devlin’s. Harris is the one who wants you for your money. You can be sure he’s not sniffing round you for any other reason.”

The cruel claim shot pain through her chest. “That’s not true!” she cried, then caught herself before she could show how thoroughly he’d wounded her. Like a shark, Papa attacked when he smelled blood in the water. She modulated her tone. “Captain Harris is a fine, upstanding officer—he wouldn’t court a woman only for her money. He hasn’t made his fortune yet, but I daresay he will soon.”

“You’ll never have the chance to find out. I’ll not have people laughing at us behind our backs because you married some nobody. You’re marrying Masters, and that’s an end to it.”

Papa can’t force you to marry, Papa can’t force you to marry, she chanted to herself.

Now if only she could believe it. “I haven’t laid eyes on Mr. Masters in ten years. Do you really expect me to wed a stranger?”

“Stranger! You know his family, and you played with him as a child. That’s good enough.”

It was more than good enough to make her not want to marry him. At eight years old, she and her family had lived close to the Kirkwood estate near Reading. She’d trooped adoringly after David Masters and his younger brother, Giles. A bit of a tomboy, she’d done whatever they did—run foot races, played cricket, scrambled over hedges. She’d even tolerated David’s ordering her about.

Then one day when he’d tried to exclude her from their climbing game because of her skirts, she’d informed him in front of the neighborhood lads that she could out-climb him, even in her pinafore. Of course they’d had to put it to the test. And he’d been so furious when she’d beaten him to the top of their favorite oak.

That’s when the trouble started. The beast claimed she only won because she had long monkey arms. The other boys laughed and danced about her making monkey noises, and he joined in. Thanks to her supposed monkey arms and the short curly hair she wore in pigtails that resembled a monkey’s ears, she’d thereafter been dubbed Miss Monkey.

She’d had to live with the vile nickname long after David had gone off to school the following week. It only ended when Papa had moved them to London to further his political ambitions.

Lord only knew what David was like now, after years of being coddled and catered to as a viscount’s heir. She said, “Rumor has it that Mr. Masters and his friends are utterly debauched. Do you really wish me to marry an unrepentant libertine?” Like you?

Papa might make no attempt to hide his other life—the mistresses he paraded in front of Mama and the nights he spent drinking with his close friend Charles Fox, the foreign secretary—but he expected her and Mama to keep quiet about their outrage. That got harder for Charlotte to do as the years passed and Papa’s drunken rampages at home became intolerable.

“Masters isn’t a libertine,” Papa said with a snort. “Like all young bucks, he sows his wild oats, but he’s discreet. That is all you can expect from a man. And my inquiries into his character reveal that he’s a diligent student and a well-respected gentleman who is perfectly aware of the obligations due his rank.”

In other words, he used his father’s influence to sway his instructors, knew how to put on a good show when it counted, and was “perfectly aware” of how far his rank could get him.

She’d dipped her toe into society enough to know how to interpret the usual lies about a titled gentleman. Papa was describing a man exactly like himself. And the last thing she wanted was a husband of Papa’s ilk.

“Besides,” Papa went on, “his friends include a young marquess, a brother to a viscount, and an heir to a duke. I could well use those connections, so if only for my sake, you’ll smile and be demure and welcome his attentions like any eligible young lady. Because if not for me and my labors, you wouldn’t even have a dowry to entice a young man.”

“But Papa—”

“The king didn’t give me a barony because I own coal mines, you know. He did it because I promoted His Majesty’s concerns in the House of Commons. I’ve done my part to further the aims of this family. Now you must do yours.”

She stifled a snort. Papa only furthered his own aims and ambitions, but there was no point in arguing. He’d just deny it.

“But why must it be David Masters? Surely some other man could further your aims just as well.” A man who might want her for herself. “If you’d only wait until my coming out next spring—”

“I’m not wasting money on a come-out when a man like Masters is there for the taking. Besides, Masters’s friend Simon Tremaine, heir to the Duke of Foxmoor, is destined to be the next prime minister. That’s a connection I don’t intend to lose the chance of.”

“Then perhaps you should offer me to him instead,” she said bitterly. “It would be a much better business transaction.”

Her father’s face darkened. “You watch your tongue, missy. I’ve had enough of your insolence. We’ve not yet passed Richmond—we can still leave the carriage at a livery and travel up the Thames by wherry.”

The words thundered in the carriage, sucking out all her bravado. Up the Thames! Would he be so cruel?

Of course he would. Her breathing grew labored as she saw again the swirling waters closing over her head, the blackness blotting out her sight, the panic as she realized she could not hold her breath any longer . . .

“Rowland,” her mother protested. “You shouldn’t say such an awful thing. It upsets her.”

“Hush your mouth, woman,” Papa shot back. “Or you know what I will do to you.”

When her mother paled, Charlotte grabbed her hand. “You leave Mama be! She has naught to do with this!”

“She’s the one who hired that bluestocking governess. God only knows what foul ideas that female crammed into you before I found her out and dismissed her.”

“Foul ideas!” Charlotte protested. “She encouraged me to exercise my mind, read important books, learn science and history and Latin—”

“And look what it’s done to you,” he snapped. “You’re insolent to your father. Well, I won’t tolerate such rebellion, do you hear? It’s time you recognize who runs this family, and it isn’t you, missy.”

She bit back a hot retort. As if she hadn’t had that drilled into her since childhood.

“Now,” her father said firmly, “will you comport yourself like a proper young lady this week, or shall we take a river jaunt to remind you of your duty?”

Every inch of her wanted to throw his threat back in his face. It would be so satisfying to deprive him of the weapon provided to him by her obsessive fear of drowning. But Papa never made idle threats, and the mere thought of sitting frozen in terror on a boat made her throat close up and her heart waver.

She must have shown her fear by a wince or shudder, for triumph leaped in her father’s eyes. “I think we understand each other now, don’t we?”

Numbly she nodded. She understood him, anyway. He wouldn’t rest until she agreed to marry David Masters.

Turning her face to the window, she scowled out at the forest lining the road. Somehow she would find a way out of this trap he’d built for her. Because she had no intention of being chained to a younger version of Papa for the rest of her life.

•   •   •

David sprinkled more whisky on his coat, then patted some on his cheeks for good measure.

“What the devil are you doing?” asked a voice behind him.

He jumped, then let out a breath. It was only Giles. “Preparing for the Pages’ arrival.”

His younger brother looked bewildered. “By dousing yourself in whisky?”

“Surely you’ve guessed why they’re coming here after all these years. Why Father invited them, even though Mother detests them.”

“To be honest, I hadn’t thought much about it.”

“That’s because you’re not the one Father hopes to marry off to Charlotte Page.”

Giles burst into laughter.

“It’s not funny,” David gritted out as he donned his whisky-dampened coat. One sniff had him choking. Perhaps he’d done it up a bit too brown.

Still, he might as well let the chit think he bathed in the stuff. He might need the drastic measure to thwart her doe-eyed adoration and her father’s scheming.

“I remember Charlotte,” Giles said. “She thought you hung the moon. Until that ‘monkey business.’ ”

David stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

“You don’t remember? No, of course not. You left for Eton shortly after.”

“After what?”

Giles chuckled. “Never mind. Why does Father want you to marry her?”

“Because Charlotte is an heiress. And knowing Father, he’s figuring that Lord Page will be more willing to loan him money for his latest favorite venture if it’s all in the family. Of course, I am the one who has to make it ‘all in the family.’ I’m the one who has to suffer by marrying some chit I barely know.”

“I suppose since Father and Mother had an arranged marriage, they figure what’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.”

“Well, this gander is not doing it.”

“Seems to have worked for the Mater and Pater. They rub on fairly well.” Giles plopped down on David’s bed. “Or are you holding out for true love? Because you know what Father would say to that. ‘Love is for fools and children, but money rules the world.’ ”

“I don’t care what Father says,” David muttered. “There’s something cold-blooded about choosing a wife according to her station and wealth.”

His friend Anthony said he was a romantic, which was nonsense. He simply didn’t want to be treated like a bloody horse up for auction. He would pick his own bride, after he’d enjoyed a bit of the world, of course. And when he did get around to marrying, it would not be for money alone.

He scowled into the mirror. “Bad enough that I’ve been dealing with the steward and the tenants ever since I left Cambridge, because he is too busy chasing the next great investment. I draw the line at getting leg-shackled just to help Father cover his risky ventures.”

“What does her family think of it? Why should they be keen on the marriage?” When David eyed him askance, he added, “Ohh, right. The title. This is one time I don’t envy your being the heir.” He leaned back on his elbows. “Has Charlotte even had her come-out?”

“No.” David pulled his cravat askew and mussed his hair.

Giles laughed again. “That’s probably why Page wants to fob her off on you. She must have turned out ugly indeed, if he thinks that even her fortune won’t buy her a decent husband.”

“The thought did cross my mind,” David said tersely. He had a vague memory of what Charlotte used to look like—carrot-red hair that stuck out everywhere, freckles, and long limbs that enabled her to run as fast as any boy. Now she was probably some gangly spinster with no breasts, a frightful face, and not a feminine bone in her body.

“I’m expecting you to help me, Giles. Tell her what a bad fellow I am, how I lose money at cards—”

“I can’t say that with a straight face,” Giles protested. “You mostly win. When you gamble, which isn’t that often.”

“Fine. Then tell her about my wild living and my women.”

“I’m not going to talk about that in front of Father, for God’s sake,” Giles said. “He’ll have my head for it. He’s always raging about you and your friends spending so much time in the fleshpots.”

“And I plan to spend a great deal more before I let myself be caught in the parson’s mousetrap.” He was too young to marry, damn it!

Though if he were honest with himself, the fleshpots were growing tedious. Although he still bedded his share of barmaids and whores, he found them rather boring lately. Outside of their obvious talents, they had nothing to offer in the way of interesting conversation.

Not that he would admit that to his friends, or his younger brother, who already fancied himself quite the ladies’ man. David had a reputation to uphold, after all.

Besides, it really stuck in Father’s craw to see his son gambling, drinking, and whoring his way through London. A grim smile touched David’s lips. Father valued discretion, even while “discreetly” risking the family’s assets with reckless investments. David didn’t see how that was any different from gambling. At least he never risked more than he could afford.

“If you’re that scared of Father,” he told Giles, “just talk about my bad qualities when he’s not around.”

Giles thrust out his chin. “I didn’t say I was scared of him. Besides, you’re taking care of the problem yourself by using whisky as a cologne. Although I still don’t understand why you’re not just drinking the stuff.”

“Because I’m not going to give our fathers a chance to coax me into doing something stupid while I’m drunk, like getting Charlotte alone. Then all she’d have to do is kiss me and wait for them to burst in upon us. Next thing you know, I’d come out of my stupor to find myself married.” He rumpled his coat. “They’re not going to catch me unawares, damn it.”

At least sip some, so she can smell it on your breath.”

“Good idea.” He swigged a healthy gulp.

“I take it you’re not worried about Father’s reaction to your subterfuge.”

“He’s lucky I’m even showing up to greet them. Refusing to do so was my first plan . . . until I realized that he could twist that however he liked to his advantage. Let’s see him try to smooth this over.”

David checked his appearance in the mirror. He looked downright seedy. If that didn’t scare the chit off, nothing would. He caught sight of Giles rummaging through his drawers. “What are you doing?”

“I was thinking about borrowing your dressing gown, since mine is a rag and we’re expecting company.” Being only a year apart, they were nearly the same size, though David was a couple of inches taller. “Then again, perhaps I shouldn’t bother. No point in tempting Charlotte to look my way.”

“I wouldn’t loan it to you anyway. You always tear everything.”

Giles grinned. “Can I help it if the ladies can’t keep their hands off me long enough for me to undress?”

David rolled his eyes. Honestly, his brother was becoming as bad a rakehell as David’s friend Anthony Dalton.

The sound of carriage wheels crushing gravel drifted in through the open windows. “Bloody hell,” David growled. “That’s probably them now.”

Both men rushed to the window, watching as the carriage stopped. But a light rain had begun to fall, and the footmen hurried out with umbrellas. They couldn’t even get a glimpse of her, for God’s sake. Not that he couldn’t already guess what she looked like.

“Come on,” David headed for the door. “Time for our performance.”

As they descended the stairs, the sounds of voices wafted up from the foyer. They neared the bottom, but the guests were too busy shedding their wraps to pay them any mind.

With a sly glance at his brother, David pretended to stumble off the stairs. “Good day, Father,” he said, deliberately slurring his words.

Father turned to stare at him just as David lurched forward.

“I see that our guests’re come,” David muttered. “Lovely.” As Lady Page’s eyes went round and Lord Page scowled, he reached for the only female with her back to him, who had to be Charlotte.

Leaning heavily on her shoulder to give her a good sniff of his whisky-soaked breath, he said, “And thish must be Miss Page herself. Welcome!”

Mother looked as amused as Father looked shocked, but David reserved his attention for his nemesis as she turned to thrust him back from her.

In that moment, David’s “drunken” grin vanished.

Eyes bluer than the most brilliant sapphires met his slack-jawed gaze, and lips of lush sensuality curved up in a mocking smile. The carroty hair he remembered from childhood had darkened and was tamed into a profusion of auburn ringlets that danced about the flawless ivory skin of her perfect features.

Good God. Somewhere in the last ten years, Charlotte Page had turned into the most beautiful creature this side of the English Channel. And he’d just made an ass of himself in front of her.

Why that bothered him he couldn’t say. It just did.

As he quickly straightened to his full height, Charlotte flashed her father an oddly triumphant smile. “I fear we’ve come at a bad time, Papa. It appears that Mr. Masters is out of sorts.”

“David, you scoundrel!” David’s own father snapped. “What is the meaning of this?”

David’s mind went utterly blank. He could only stare at the woman who was nothing at all like he’d expected.

Unfortunately, Giles’s mind was in full working order. “You know David, Father.” Giles made a motion that signified drinking. “Started on the dinner entertainment early.”

“Shut up,” David muttered under his breath.

Giles cast him a gleeful look. “You told me—”

“Forget everything I said.” Aware that Charlotte watched the interchange with peculiar amusement, David met his father’s angry gaze and grabbed at the only explanation he could come up with. “It was just a joke, Father. Giles and I knocked over the decanter in your study, and it spilled whisky on me. Isn’t that right, Giles?”

“If you say so,” Giles remarked blithely.

Later David was going to knock him on his ass, but for now he had to get out of this predicament. “Since I’d already soaked myself . . . I . . . we thought it might be amusing if we—”

“Embarrassed me before my guests?” Father thundered.

David winced. “Clearly, not my best idea.” When Father glared at him, he added hastily, “I’ll dash upstairs and change my coat.”

“Judging from your breath, you might wish to rinse out your mouth as well,” Charlotte said helpfully, her beautiful eyes dancing. “Some of that whisky seems to have spilled right up into it.”

He flushed. She was mocking him, damn her. Women never dared to do that to him. It was galling, to say the least.

“Charlotte, hold your tongue!” Lord Page growled behind her.

The teasing light left her features, and her manner changed abruptly. “Forgive me, Mr. Masters,” she told David as she dropped her eyes to the floor. “I don’t always think before I speak.”

David didn’t like that reaction either. “And I don’t always think before I act,” he countered, wanting to put her more at ease, “so we’re even.”

Her gaze shot to his, and a fetching confusion spread over her face. Then she stiffened. “Not quite even,” she murmured, low enough not to be heard by her father, “since actions generally speak louder than words.”

The criticism stung. Yes, he’d behaved like an idiot, but she didn’t have to rub his nose in it. And what the hell had happened to the doe-eyed adoration he’d been prepared to rebuff?

His mother stepped into the fray. “David, go change your coat. Giles, tell Cook that we’ll be ready for dinner shortly. Lady Page and Miss Page, I shall show you to your rooms so you can freshen up while Lord Page and my husband retire to the study.” She arched an eyebrow at David. “Assuming it doesn’t still reek of whisky. You might wish to check that on your way to your room.”

When Mother nodded toward the stairs, David stalked up them, conscious of Charlotte’s eyes on him. At least she would see that he wasn’t foxed after all. Though he wasn’t sure why he cared what she thought.

Nothing had changed; he didn’t want to marry her. For God’s sake, he wasn’t quite twenty, and he certainly wasn’t about to tie himself to any wife of Father’s choosing.

So why did it annoy him to have her think him either a drunkard or a clumsy fool or both? He could have his pick of women. He didn’t need to impress some daughter of a pushy chap trying to claw his way to the top of society. Let their fathers weave their web; David didn’t mean to be caught in it.

Never mind that she was pretty as a picture. No, better than that, beautiful. Stunning, really.

He frowned. It didn’t matter. He refused to marry some chit just to provide Father with new monies for his mad investments. And that was that.



Chapter Four
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Dinner at Kirkwood Manor that evening was a grand affair, but Charlotte was aware only of the young man across the table from her.

She hadn’t expected David to be so attractive. Granted, he’d been good-looking as a boy, but sometimes good-looking boys grew up to be ugly men.
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