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Chapter One

				Lily Bachman squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and drew a deep breath. Behind the study door was another dragon to slay — or perhaps this one would be more like a pesky dog to shoo off. Whatever the case, one thing was certain; in that room, she’d find a man after her money. He was the fourth this Season, and it was only the end of March.

				She smoothed the front of her muslin dress with a quick gesture, and then opened the door.

				The Leech, as she dubbed all of them, halted whatever nonsense he was blathering on about and turned at the sound of the door opening, his jaw hanging slack, paused in the action of speaking. Her father sat on the sofa, situated at a right angle to the chair inhabited by the would-be suitor.

				“Darling.” Mr. Bachman rose. “You’re just in time. This is Mr. Faircloth.”

				Lily pressed her cheek to his. “Good morning, Father.”

				Mr. Bachman and Lily were close in height. He was of a bit more than average height for a man, while Lily was practically a giantess amongst the dainty aristocratic ladies. She stuck out like a sore thumb at parties, towering over every other female in the room — just another reason she detested such functions.

				The man, Mr. Faircloth, also stood. He was shorter than Lily and lacked a chin. The smooth slope marking the transition from jaw to neck was unsettling to look upon. He wore mutton-chop sideburns, presumably an attempt to emphasize his jawline. They failed miserably in that regard, serving rather to point out the vacant place between them where a facial feature should have been.

				“My … ” Mr. Faircloth wrung his hands together and cleared his throat. “My dear Miss Bachman,” he started again. “How lovely you look this morning.”

				Lily inclined her head coolly. She settled onto the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. Mr. Bachman sat beside her and gestured Mr. Faircloth to his chair.

				Mr. Faircloth cast an apprehensive look between Lily and her father. “I’d thought, sir, that you and I would speak first. Then, if all was agreeable, I would speak to Miss … ” He lowered his eyes and cleared his throat again.

				Good, Lily thought viciously. He was already thrown off balance. She knew from experience that when dealing with fortune hunters and younger sons, one had to establish and maintain the upper hand.

				“When it comes to my daughter’s future,” Mr. Bachman said in a rich baritone, “there is no such thing as a private interview. Miss Bachman is a grown woman; she’s entitled to have a say in her own future. Would you not agree?”

				Mr. Faircloth squirmed beneath the intense gazes of father and daughter. “Well, it’s not how these things are usually handled, sir, but I suppose there’s no real harm in bucking convention just this — ”

				“Mr. Faircloth,” Lily interrupted.

				The man swallowed. “Yes?”

				“I don’t recognize you at all.” She raised her brows and narrowed her eyes, as though examining a distasteful insect. “Have we met?”

				“I, well, that is … yes, we’ve met.” Mr. Faircloth’s head bobbed up and down. “We were introduced at the Shervington’s ball last week. I asked you to dance.”

				As he spoke, Lily stood and crossed the room to her father’s desk. She retrieved a sheaf of paper and a pen, and then returned to her seat. She allowed the silence to stretch while she jotted down notes: name, physical description, and first impression. Younger son, she decided, a novice to fortune hunting. She glanced up with the pen poised above the paper. “And did I accept your invitation?”

				Mr. Faircloth gave a nervous smile. “Ah, no, actually. You were already spoken for the next set, and every one thereafter.” He pointed weakly toward her notes. “What are you writing there?”

				She leveled her most withering gaze on him. “Are you or are you not applying for my hand in matrimony?”

				His jaw worked without sound, and then his face flushed a deep pink. “I, yes. That is why I’ve come, I suppose you could say.”

				“You suppose?” Lily scoffed. “You’re not sure?”

				“Yes.” Mr. Faircloth drew himself up, rallying. “Yes, I’m sure. That’s why I’ve come.”

				So there is a bit of spine in this one, after all, Lily thought. “That being the case,” she replied, giving no quarter in her attack, “it is reasonable for me to keep a record of these proceedings, is it not? You are not the first gentleman to present himself.”

				Mr. Faircloth sank back into himself. “I see.”

				“Tell me, what prompted your call today?” Lily tilted her head at an inquisitive angle, as though she were actually interested in the man’s answer.

				Mr. Faircloth cast a desperate look at Mr. Bachman.

				“That’s a fair question,” her father said. Lily loved many things about her father, but the one she appreciated more than anything was the way he treated her like a competent adult. Most females were bartered off to the man who made the highest offer, either through wealth or connections. When he spoke up for her, supporting her line of questioning, Lily wanted to throw her arms around his neck and hug him. Later, she would. Right now, they had to eject the newest swain from their home.

				Mr. Faircloth grew more and more agitated with every passing second. He fidgeted in his seat and finally blurted, “I love you!”

				Lily drew back, surprised by the tactic her opponent employed. She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

				“It’s true,” Mr. Faircloth insisted. “From the moment I saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful woman at the ball. Your gown was the most flattering blue — ”

				“I wore red,” Lily corrected.

				Mr. Faircloth blinked. “Oh.” He rested his elbows on his knees, his head drooped between his shoulders.

				He was crumbling. Time to finish him off.

				“Let’s talk about why you’ve really come, shall we?” Lily’s tone was pleasant, like a governess explaining something to a young child with limited comprehension. “You’re here because of my dowry, just like the other men who have suddenly found themselves stricken with love for me.”

				“A gentleman does not discuss such matters with a lady,” Mr. Faircloth informed his toes.

				“A gentleman,” Lily said archly, “does not concoct fantastical tales of undying affection in the hopes of duping an unwitting female into marriage. Tell me, sir, which son are you?”

				“I have two older brothers,” he said in a defeated tone.

				Lily duly made note of this fact on her paper. “And sisters?”

				“Two.”

				“Ah.” Lily raised a finger. “Already an heir and a spare, and two dowries besides. That doesn’t leave much for you, does it?” She tutted and allowed a sympathetic smile.

				Mr. Faircloth shook his head once and resumed his glum inspection of his footwear.

				“I understand your predicament,” Lily said. “And how attractive the idea of marrying money must be to a man in your situation.” She tilted her head and took on a thoughtful expression. “Have you considered a different approach?”

				The gentleman raised his face, his features guarded. “What do you mean?”

				She furrowed her brows together. “What I mean is this: Have you considered, perhaps, a profession?”

				Mr. Faircloth’s mouth hung agape. He looked from Lily to Mr. Bachman, who sat back, passively observing the interview.

				“It must rankle,” Lily pressed, “to see your eldest brother’s future secured by accident of birth, to see your sisters provided for by virtue of their sex. But do consider, my dear Mr. Faircloth, that younger sons the Empire ’round have bought commissions and taken orders, studied law or medicine, accepted government appointments. The time has come,” she said, pinning him beneath her fierce gaze, “for you to accept the fact that yours is not to be a life of dissipated leisure. Instead of hoping for a fortune to fall into your lap, your days would be better spent pursuing a profession.”

				Mr. Faircloth wiped his palms down his thighs. “Miss Bachman, you’ve quite convinced me.”

				She blinked. “Have I?”

				“Yes,” he said. “I am well and truly convinced that marriage to you would be a nightmare from which I should never awake until I die. Sir,” he turned his attention to Mr. Bachman, “I see now why you offer such a large dowry for your daughter.” He stood. “It would take an astronomical sum to make the proposition of marriage to such a controlling, unpleasant female the slightest bit appealing.”

				Lily’s mouth fell open. “Why, you — ”

				Her father laid a restraining hand on her arm. Lily exhaled loudly and pinched her lips together.

				“Thank you for your time, Mr. Bachman.” Mr. Faircloth inclined his head. “Miss Bachman.” He hurried from the parlor. A moment later, the front door closed behind him.

				“Well!” Lily exclaimed. “Of all the sniveling, puffed up — ”

				“You wore blue,” Mr. Bachman cut in.

				“I beg your pardon?”

				“The Shervington’s ball. You wore blue, just as Mr. Faircloth said.” He stood and crossed to his desk, where he poured himself a brandy from a decanter.

				“Did I?” Lily murmured. “I could have sworn I wore red.” She tapped a finger against her lips.

				“No, darling,” Mr. Bachman said with a sigh, “you wore blue. I’m quite certain, because your mother fretted that the color washed you out and no gentleman would notice you.”

				“Ah, well,” Lily said. She rose and briskly rubbed her palms together. “It doesn’t signify. One more Leech gone.”

				Mr. Bachman’s chest heaved and heavy, graying brows furrowed over his dark eyes. “My dear, you cannot continue in this fashion. You know I’ll not force you to marry against your will. But marry you must, and it is my desire that your marriage elevate this family’s status.”

				Lily straightened a pile of papers on the desk as he spoke; her hands paused at this last remark. Indignation mingled with hurt slammed into her like a physical blow. She idly slid a paper back and forth across the polished desk and kept her eyes studiously upon it as she recovered, hiding the force of her emotions behind a casual demeanor. However, she could not fully suppress the bitterness in her voice when she spoke. “Fortunate, then, that Charles died. A mere ensign and son of a country squire would not have provided the upward mobility you crave.”

				Mr. Bachman’s glass boomed against the desk. “Young lady, guard your tongue!” Her eyes snapped to his mottled face. His own dark eyes flashed rage, and his nostrils flared. “Had poor Charles returned from Spain, I would have proudly and happily given you in wedlock. Indeed, it was my fondest wish to unite our family with the Handfords.”

				A humorless laugh burst from Lily’s lips. Turning, she twitched her skirts in a sharp gesture. “A fact you made sure to educate me upon from the earliest. I spent the whole of my life with the name of my groom and date of my wedding drilled into my head.”

				It was an unfair accusation, she knew, even as it flew from her mouth. Yes, she had been betrothed to Charles Handford since time out of mind, but for most of her life, it was simply a fact she’d memorized, along with the color of the sky and the sum of two and two.

				There’d been plenty of visits with their neighbors, the Handfords, but Charles was ten years her senior and rarely present. Her earliest memories of him were his visits home from Eton and Oxford, or later, leaves from his lancer regiment.

				Their betrothal only became more relevant as her twentieth birthday neared, bringing the planned summer wedding that was to follow on its heels — an event postponed when Charles’ regiment could not spare him, and which was never to be when he died that autumn.

				The silence stretched while her father regained his composure. Gradually, the angry red drained from his face. “Now, Lily,” he said in a more moderate tone, “I’ll not be portrayed as some chattel dealer, looking to hoist you off without a care for your feelings. Since last year was your first Season — and you just out of mourning — I did not push the issue. I still wish you to make your own match. The only stipulation I have placed is that the gentleman be titled — either in his own right or set to inherit. Surely that is not too onerous? There are scores of eligible gentlemen to choose from.”

				“I don’t wish to marry an aristocrat.” She dripped disdain all over the word. “They’re a lot of lazy social parasites, with a collective sense of entitlement, just like that last one — ”

				Mr. Bachman’s brows shot up his forehead. “Lily!”

				She ducked her head. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, abashed. “My mouth does run ahead of me — ”

				“And it’s going to run you right into spinsterhood, if you don’t mind yourself.”

				Heat crept up Lily’s neck and over her cheeks.

				“Now, dear,” Mr. Bachman continued, “poor Mr. Faircloth certainly was here because of your dowry. It’s big on purpose, and no doubt about it. But he also knew what color gown you wore to a ball last week. Do you know the last time I noticed a woman’s gown?”

				Lily shrugged.

				“Thirty years or more,” Mr. Bachman proclaimed, “if, in fact, I ever noticed to begin with.” He lifted her chin with a finger. Lily raised her eyes to meet her father’s softened expression. “You are an exceedingly pretty girl — ”

				“Oh, Papa … ”

				“You are. The way society works, however, renders it almost out of the question for the right kind of man to come calling, even if he thinks your dress is the most becoming shade of blue. Your dowry clears a few of those obstacles.” He took her hand and patted it. “Now, let us be done quarreling and speak of pleasanter things.”

				Lily nodded hastily.

				She happened to disagree with her father on the issue of her dowry. To Lily’s mind, the “right kind of man” would want to be with her, fortune or no. She thought of her dearest friend, Isabelle, Duchess of Monthwaite. Even though she and her husband, Marshall, went through a horrible divorce — reducing Isabelle to the lowest possible social status — they still found their way back together. Marshall didn’t allow Isabelle’s reduced circumstances to keep them apart, once they came to terms with their past.

				For the thousandth time, Lily wished Isabelle was here. But she and His Grace were in South America on a botanical expedition-cum-honeymoon. They’d be home in a couple months, but oh, how time dragged when Lily so needed her friend’s advice.

				Fortunately, Isabelle’s sister-in-law, Lady Naomi Lockwood, would soon be in town. She’d written to Lily that her mother, Caro, would be sitting out the Season to remain in the country — a singularly odd choice, Lily thought, considering the dowager duchess’ responsibility to see Naomi wed. Instead of her mother, Naomi would be chaperoned by her spinster aunt, Lady Janine.

				Lily would be glad to see their friendly faces. She didn’t get on well with tonnish young women, and there was always the suspicion that men were only interested in her money. Lily often found herself lonely in the middle of a glittering crush.

				“Are you attending?” Mr. Bachman said.

				Lily blinked. “I’m sorry, Papa, what was that?”

				“I asked,” he repeated patiently, “if you’ve decided on a project.”

				Lily’s mood brightened. This was something she would enjoy discussing. “I have.”

				“Excellent!” Mr. Bachman sat in the large armchair behind his desk, the throne from which he ruled his ever-expanding empire of industry. He moved the chair opposite the desk around to his side. “Have a seat, dear.”

				Despite the tempest that had just flared between them, Lily felt a rush of affection for her dear father. Since she was a girl, he’d shared his desk with her. When she was young, he’d held her on his lap while he spoke to her about things she didn’t understand then — coal veins and shipping ventures; members of Parliament and government contracts.

				At the time, it all blurred together into Papa’s Work. As she grew, she began to make sense of it all.

				She understood now that all her life, he’d treated her as the son he never had, heir apparent to the name and fortune he’d made for himself. Never had he indicated any doubt in her capability or intelligence on account of her sex. He took pride in his daughter’s education, and emphasized mathematics and politics, in addition to feminine accomplishments such as drawing and dancing.

				Just before they’d come to town this Season, Mr. Bachman presented Lily with a unique opportunity. He desired she develop a sizable charity project. He would fund her endeavor, but Lily had to do the work to bring her plans to fruition. She jumped on the proposal, glad for an occupation beside the ton’s vapid entertainments.

				Mr. Bachman rummaged through a drawer and withdrew a sheet of paper covered with Lily’s neat writing.

				“So, here is the list of ideas you began with. What have you settled upon?”

				Lily pointed to an item halfway down the page. “The school for disadvantaged young women,” she said. “I should like to keep it small for now. Girls would receive a sound education, plus some accomplishments that would enable them to take positions as governesses, ladies’ maids, companions, things of that nature.”

				Mr. Bachman cupped his chin in his hand and listened with a thoughtful expression while Lily enumerated her ideas for the school. When she finished, he slapped his fingers on the desk. “Marvelous, my dear.”

				Lily swelled with pride at her father’s approval.

				He took a fresh sheet of paper and jotted a note. “I’m putting my solicitor at your disposal. The two of you can select an appropriate property for purchase. Meanwhile, you also need to secure a headmistress, who can, in turn, hire the staff. You’ll need tutors, a cook, maids … ”

				As the plan came together, Lily’s confidence in the project soared. There was nothing she could not accomplish once she knew how to approach a problem.

				She kissed her father’s cheek at the conclusion of their meeting.

				“Just think, m’dear,” he said on their parting.

				“What’s that?”

				“When you marry one of those lazy aristocrats, he’ll have scads of free time to help with your work.” He winked and patted her arm.

				Lily scowled at his back. He seemed to think a man in need of her dowry would also, in turn, look kindly upon her efforts to care for those less fortunate than themselves. She snorted. Such a man did not exist.

	
Chapter Two

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				In the hazy place between sleep and waking, it was the sound of the fat man plodding upstairs, unwittingly leaving his mistress in the company of his rival.

				It was the sound Ethan’s pulse made when Ghita appeared in the parlor doorway like a succubus rising from the mist, her slender hips swaying provocatively within the silken confines of her gown. One golden strand fell from her updo, curling against her collarbone like a finger crooked in invitation. In the light of a single candle, huge doe eyes blinked up at him.

				Dainty fingers grazed the shoulders of his blue superfine coat before slipping around his neck. “Eeethan,” she crooned. “You have to leave. He’ll find us.” Her Italian accent was gentled by her operatic training and years on the stage. Even as she murmured against his neck, her voice was a song. A seduction.

				Ethan brushed the top of one small, high breast. “Let him,” he said, nipping his way across her jaw. “Maybe he’ll learn by example how to properly satisfy a woman.” He dipped into the neckline of her dress and fondled a taut nipple between his first and middle fingers, rolling the bud back and forth. Ghita whimpered and pressed her hips against him.

				In reply, Ethan grasped her pert bottom with his free hand and rocked against her mound. Pressure built at the base of his spine. His erection twitched, eager to bury itself in hot, wet flesh.

				“Ooh, you must hurry and find a wife, Eeethan. One who is dripping with money, like my Quillan. She’ll be so happy to own you, she won’t care what you do. Then we can be together.”

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				The sound roused him enough to bring awareness to his very real, very hard condition. He burrowed his head into the crook of his arm and touched himself. Images from last night flashed behind his eyelids.

				Ghita. His desire. His temptation. His friend’s mistress.

				He saw her as she was earlier in the evening, across the card table, draping herself over Quillan’s shoulder to give Ethan a view of the tight slit between her breasts. She nibbled her corpulent protector’s ear, all the while treating Ethan to a heated look, telling him without words: This could be you.

				His own hand became the remembrance of hers, stroking through his trousers while Quillan awaited her upstairs. Despite the lust blazing between them, Ethan had not taken her to bed. Ghita was, after all, a professional. A very expensive professional.

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				His memory jumped; his hand fell away. This time, the heavy noise became the sound of Ficken’s winning cards hitting the table with ominous finality. The poseur, with his over-pomaded hair and ill-fitting clothes, turned beady eyes on Ethan. “That’s hate thousan’ ye owe me this month, moi lor’.”

				The butcher-turned-professional-gambler’s mangled King’s English made Ethan’s guts roil. He kept his eyes trained forward, refusing to acknowledge the jumped-up East Ender. No matter how much money the man took from the pockets of the aristocracy, he would never be a true gentleman.

				Ethan signed the promissory note and passed it to Ficken.

				Ghita’s lips made a sympathetic moue. Ethan tried to forget the gaming debts and thought instead about sliding into that pretty mouth. He threw back the remainder of his drink and set the glass down with a resounding — 

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				Gradually, the heavy sound teased his eyelids open. The swirling pattern in the plaster ceiling of his study started to come into focus. It only spun a little.

				He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and groaned. His cock ached with need and his head hurt like the very devil — so badly he could hear the blood thudding in his temples.

				No, that didn’t make sense. He hoisted himself up, swinging his long legs over the side of the leather sofa on which he’d fallen asleep after stumbling home in the early morning hours. Except for the sickening new debt and the all-too-brief encounter with Ghita, the details of last night’s disastrous basset game were shrouded in an alcoholic blur.

				What was clear as the morning sun streaming through the window was the blasted thumping coming from the stair, as though a heavy object was being dragged down. Whatever it was, it hit the landing, and after a moment, he heard the sound of the object dragging across the wood floor of the entrance hall. Mrs. Oliver, the housekeeper, would have someone’s head if the wax finish was scratched by a careless maid.

				Slowly, Ethan stood. Last night’s coat was bunched around his right arm, only half-removed. “Pretty bad, old boy,” he muttered.

				He peeled the garment off and tossed it in a rumpled ball back onto the sofa. He stretched, arching his back and reaching his arms overhead, his fingers brushing the ceiling. Around his throat, his cravat still trussed him up like a roast duck. He nimbly worked the knot. A sigh of relief escaped him as he scratched the liberated skin.

				The noise outside the study increased. More feet tromped up and down the stairs, inconsiderate of the fact that the master of the house had only been abed — or asofa, as the case may be — for a few hours.

				Maybe Mrs. Oliver had a bee in her formidable bonnet to undertake some heavy cleaning. He sighed and collapsed into the chair at his desk, then adjusted his trousers to ease the strain of his ebbing morning arousal. No sense leaving the sanctuary of his study; he’d only be underfoot, or find himself with a dust cloth in hand.

				A pile of unopened correspondence stood in the middle of the desk. Ethan glared accusingly at the pile, squirming against the cold knot it aroused in his belly by the mere fact of its existence.

				He grumbled and snatched a letter from the top of the pile. He cracked the seal.

				Thorburn, he read.

				It has now been five months since I loaned you the sum of one thousand two hundred pounds. You promised prompt repayment, and I trusted you to make good on your word. It grieves me that this has not been the case. I must now insist in the strongest terms — 

				Ethan tossed that one aside. He opened another.

				My lord — 

				I still hold your promissory note for seven hundred pounds, dated 17 January. I hear I am not the only one with your worthless notes. Is this why you no longer show your face at Brooks’s?

				It joined the first note.

				Letter after letter demanded compensation for debts Ethan couldn’t begin to pay. It seemed he owed personal loans and gaming debts to half the ton, not to mention his bills from numerous tradesmen and mortgage payments to the bank.

				He dropped his head into his hands. How had it gotten so bad?

				Not for the first time, Ethan considered giving up gaming. The cards and dice had been against him since … He gazed out the window, thinking.

				The last good win he’d had was this very house. He won the deed in a game of cribbage about a year ago. Since then, he’d been trapped in a downward spiral of loss after staggering loss.

				He let out a frustrated growl. How could he give up gaming? He had no money with which to pay his debts, so he had to make money. To make money, he had to gamble, but doing so inevitably ended with him further in debt.

				After last night’s loss to Edmund Ficken — Ficken! The very name offended him with its coarseness — Quillan had teased Ethan. “For Christmas, Eth, why don’t you ask your father if he’ll do you the courtesy of dying?”

				If only the old bastard would die, Ethan’s life would improve in so many ways. He’d inherit the fortune needed to clear his debts. He’d finally be free of his sire’s condescending disapproval. No more would he have to see the regret in his father’s eyes that it was Ethan who would be the next Earl of Kneath, instead of Walter, the firstborn into whom their father had poured all his hopes and dreams, only to have them killed along with the man on the dueling field three years ago.

				The wretched man was immortal as Satan himself. He’d clung to life through illness after illness, just to spite his son, Ethan was sure. He delighted in making his wastrel offspring beg for every penny. Refusing to dance to the old man’s tune any more, Ethan had cut off all communication with the earl. He hadn’t spoken to his father in almost two years.

				Ethan shook his head. He was being morose. Breakfast, he thought. Something in his belly to sop up last night’s gin. He tugged the bell pull.

				A few minutes later, the butler, Jackson, entered the study. The tall man carried a new stack of correspondence. Ethan bit back a curse. More dunning letters. Would he never be free of them?

				“Breakfast, please, Jackson,” Ethan said. “Tell Cook nothing too heavy. Just some toast and ham — ”

				“No, sir,” Jackson cut in.

				Ethan’s brows drew together. “I beg your pardon?”

				“I said, no, my lord.” Jackson extended his arm. He dropped the papers into the middle of the desk, where they landed on top of the other letters with a soft thud.

				Ethan stared at them. “What’s this?” he asked, suspicious.

				“These, my lord, are letters of resignation for the entire staff.” The butler’s thin lips turned up in a smug, satisfied smile.

				Ethan gaped. He shot to his feet. “The entire — why?”

				“You’ve not paid wages to a single one of us in two months’ time, and before that it was months of half wages. You might be able to live on credit, my lord, but the rest of us cannot. We have families to feed, parents and siblings depending on us — ”

				Ethan flung a hand into the air. “Spare me the melodrama.” He huffed through his nostrils. “So the entire staff is revolting? Who put them up to this?”

				Jackson shook his head.

				“Well, I don’t accept your resignations!” Ethan yelled, jabbing a finger toward the butler.

				He strode across the study and yanked the door wide.

				What he’d taken for the sounds of heavy cleaning, he discovered, were, in fact, the sounds of an exodus in progress. He employed a dozen servants — most of whom had come with the house — and every last one of them stood in the front hall, their voices mingled in angry tones.

				When Ethan appeared, a hush fell over the group. He felt the weight of twelve irate glares. He held his hands out and spoke in a raised voice. “Everyone,” he said, “I know you’re distraught. But if you’ll just bear with me for another week or two, I’ll have your wages — ”

				“Where’s it going to come from?” a footman called. “We all know you haven’t a farthing to your name.”

				“Just like the Quality,” a maid jeered, “trampling all over honest working folk without shame. Do y’even have a heart, my lord, to treat us so? After all our faithful service?”

				“Here, here,” cried another servant. The rumble of voices rose up again.

				“Now, now,” Ethan said, trying to calm them.

				“To hell with you!”

				Ethan didn’t see who said it. But once it was out, a chorus joined in. Ethan stood stock still while his servants rained curses upon him.

				Then one of the men picked up a valise. The others followed his lead and hoisted their own belongings. In a silent line, they filed past Ethan toward the servants’ door at the back of the house.

				His housekeeper averted her eyes as she passed. “Mrs. Oliver,” he said, reaching for her arm.

				She wrenched free of his grip and shot him a look of hurt and anger, then continued on with the others.

				Disbelief began to give way to annoyance. What was he going to do with no servants in the house? “Don’t think I’ll give any of you references!”

				There was a knock on the door, which intensified to an insistent pounding.

				Ethan looked to Jackson expectantly. “The door?” he prompted.

				“Answer your own bloody door,” Jackson returned. “The mechanism which opens it is called a knob. It should not be beyond even your comprehension.” With a final, withering sneer, he stalked after the other servants.

				Ethan glared at the disloyal retainer’s retreating back and made a sound in his throat. He wrenched the door open.

				A short man wearing a neat brown suit doffed his hat. At his heels loomed four great brutes, each dressed in rough trousers and shirts. A hackney coach waited at the curb. Behind it was a team of four draft horses hitched to a large wagon, followed by another team and wagon.

				The small man squinted up at him. “Ethan Helling, Viscount Thorburn?”

				Ethan frowned at the men and their train of vehicles. “Yes?”

				“Mr. Steven Laramie, bailiff of the court. I’ve been charged with carrying out the magistrate’s orders.” He rendered a brief bow, handed him a piece of paper, then shoved past him into the house. The large men followed. Ethan sidestepped to avoid being crushed.

				Mr. Laramie gazed at the walls and floor with avid interest, like a visitor to a museum. He glanced up the stairs, and then strolled down the hall, opening doors and touching objects.

				Ethan skimmed over the paper the bailiff gave him. He recognized the names of numerous tradesmen to whom he owed money. A cold rock dropped in his middle.

				“Here’s the dining room,” Mr. Laramie called. “Begin here.”

				The laborers lumbered down the hall to where Mr. Laramie pointed.

				Ethan followed, watching in horror as the men grasped either end of a valuable sideboard and carried it into the corridor. “What are you doing?”

				“I understand there is no entailed property on the premises,” Mr. Laramie said. “Is that correct?”

				Ethan stared at him, all agog. “No, nothing here is part of the tail. Why? What is happening?”

				“By order of the magistrate,” the bailiff said with the tone of an official pronouncement, “your property will be auctioned and the proceeds split amongst the listed complainants. Some of them,” he added in a scolding voice, “have waited two years and more for payment.”

				Ethan’s mouth snapped shut. The hulking workmen returned to the dining room again and started disassembling the long table dominating the center of the room.

				“But these are my things,” Ethan protested.

				Mr. Laramie gave him a tight smile. “Not anymore.”

				He looked from the vacant hall back to his quickly emptying dining room. Then he took himself to the staircase. He plopped down on the bottom step and watched dispassionately as Mr. Laramie and his lackeys carried out nearly everything of value in his home.

				Just as well, came the bleak thought. With no servants to keep the place up, he didn’t need all these things standing around collecting dust, anyway.

				• • •

				It was amazing how quickly one’s life could be dismantled, Ethan mused. In the space of a couple hours, he’d lost his entire household staff and most of his belongings. As he walked through the house, the sound of his footsteps bounced off naked walls.

				Mr. Laramie had left the study untouched. Ethan sat down and idly flipped through his pile of correspondence, soothed by the familiar action. If he kept his eyes on the desk, it was easy to forget the rest of his house was an empty shell.

				In a way, it was good all this had happened, he decided. Being a bachelor, he never should have had so many servants. A single manservant and one or two maids would have sufficed. Ethan had only kept Jackson, Mrs. Oliver, and the others out of a sense of obligation. It wasn’t their fault their previous employer had lost the house in a game of chance — they’d become his responsibility with a turn of a card. Neither would he ever have considered selling off his furnishings, but now that he had no choice in the matter, some of his debt would be retired; the thought offered a sense of relief.

				He fished through his papers, searching for the bills from the tradesmen named on the bailiff’s orders. A few pieces of post fell to the floor. When he bent to retrieve them, Ethan spotted familiar stationary amongst the litter. He cracked the seal and unfolded the paper, releasing the faint odor of roses.

				My dearest Thorburn,

				Too much time has passed since I saw you last. Please come to me. Do not forget your own — 

				Vanessa

				Ethan traced the V with his index finger. He wondered when she’d sent the note; the date at the top of the page was worthless.

				Briefly, he considered calling on Ghita — but no. A visit to Nessa would be just the thing. There, he could concentrate on her and forget his own troubles.

				He found the limp, wrinkled cravat in the blanket and tied a hasty knot. He plucked his wadded coat from the sofa, shook it out, and wrestled into it.

				With something approaching a spring in his step, Ethan left the hollow shell of his house behind him.

				• • •

				Vanessa lived in a graciously appointed town house. The neighborhood was perfectly respectable, populated by successful tradesmen and professionals. From the clean, stuccoed exterior, to the urns full of flowers flanking the stairs, nothing about the unremarkable house drew attention to the fact that inside dwelt a kept woman.

				The butler, Higgins, exhaled in relief when he saw Ethan. “Thank goodness you’ve come, my lord,” he said in a harried tone. A sheen of sweat was evident on his upper lip. “Madam is … ”

				Ethan handed the servant his hat. “Bad today?” He glanced toward the stairwell.

				As if in answer to his question, a blood-curdling shriek split the air, followed by a stream of incoherent language. The sound was briefly louder when an upstairs door opened, then muffled when the door closed again. Footsteps pounded down the stairs, and a woman wearing a gray dress and white apron burst into the hallway. Her thin face was pale and tear-streaked; her white cap perched at a precarious angle on her head.

				She shot a fiery look at Ethan. “That’s it, I’m done. No more.”

				“Wait.” Ethan grabbed her arm. “Please don’t go. You know she can’t help herself,” he said. “Please, whatever it takes. You’re the best nurse she’s had. She needs you.”

				The woman’s chin trembled. Tears slid down her face. “I can’t take any more, my lord. She’s been screaming all morning, accusing me of thievery. She threw a picture at me. Look!”

				The nurse turned her head and pointed to just below her right temple, in front of her ear. A purple lump was raised there, with a ferocious red line in the center.

				Ethan winced and sucked his breath through his teeth. “Did you send for the doctor? Shall I?”

				She shook her head. “It’s not too bad. But that could have been my eye.”

				“I understand,” Ethan said in a mollifying tone. “Take the afternoon off — ”

				The nurse laughed bitterly. “The afternoon? Attend, milord. I said I’m done. You’ll have to find a new nurse to take her abuse, because it won’t be me.”

				Ethan followed her to the door. “Please reconsider,” he called as she descended the front stairs. “Take a few days … ”

				The woman didn’t look back.

				Ethan pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. It was too early to have to deal with so many catastrophes. He opened his eyes and met Higgins’ fretful gaze. “Send a note to her solicitor, Mr. Logan. Have him put out an advertisement for a new nurse.”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				“I’ll see her now,” Ethan said. “Let me know if this one comes back.” He tipped his chin to the door. “Even if she demands a higher wage, it would be better to keep her than to have to find a new one.”

				With Higgins’ assurance that he understood the orders, Ethan climbed the stairs and walked down the hall to her bedchamber.

				At the door, a knot formed in his chest. Ethan braced himself, uncertain what he’d find on the other side. His fingers trembled as he twisted the knob.

				The aroma of roses — her scent — greeted him at once. Thick carpet dampened his footsteps as he slowly made his way across the room. The French influence was obvious in the furnishings of the elegant style favored by Marie Antoinette and her court.

				Soft blues and greens reminded one this was a feminine lair, but invitingly so. It was the kind of room a man could lose himself in when he needed nothing more than the soft ministrations of his lover.

				Through the sheer white curtains surrounding the bed, Ethan saw Vanessa’s slight figure reclined against a pile of pillows. She’d fallen silent, perhaps asleep.

				Evidence of the morning’s outburst was scattered about. A vase of white roses on the bedside table had toppled; a water stain darkened the carpet beneath it. The picture that had struck the nurse laid face-down beside a tufted ottoman. Though only about four inches wide and six inches tall, the oval gilt frame was hefty. If Vanessa’s aim had been a little better, she could have done the nurse serious harm. Ethan turned it over — 

				And stared into his own face.

				Not his face, but one remarkably similar. The man in the miniature wore his hair long, while Ethan’s was clipped short. The artist had captured the bronze hue the men’s hair shared. The gentleman in the painting had the same strong, straight nose and slate blue eyes. The largest difference in features was the jawline. Ethan’s was a touch narrower than the square face in the painting.

				“Thorburn? Is that you?” asked a tired voice.

				Ethan straightened. He set the miniature upright on a table. “Yes, Nessa, it’s me.”

				The woman wept softly. “I asked for you and asked for you. Where have you been?”

				His body responded to her distress with a pain in his heart. He couldn’t bear her tears. “I’m sorry, darling.” Ethan crossed the distance to the bed. “I came as soon as I could.”

				He drew the curtain aside, revealing the bed’s occupant.

				Vanessa’s long white hair lay like silvery rays of moonlight against blue pillowcases. Her skin was deeply lined and thin as vellum, showing the veins in her face and hands. Her eyes, though, were as bright and vivid as they had ever been, a rare violet that had inspired poetry and beguiled royalty on both sides of the Channel.

				Now those eyes, brimming with tears and childlike fear, turned upon him.

				Ethan lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. “I heard you argued with your nurse.”

				Vanessa thrust out her lower lip. “She hides my things, just to be mean. Today, she took my brush and wouldn’t give it back.”

				Ethan glanced at the vanity. As he knew it would be, the silver brush lay alongside the comb and hand mirror, right where they always were. “I think I see it,” he said in a patient tone. “Would you like me to get it for you?”

				“No!” Vanessa’s hand shot out and caught his. “Don’t leave me, Thorburn,” she whispered. “You’ve been spending so much time with that wife of yours, and hardly any with me. Are you … Are you tired of me?” Though her voice was reedy with age, her eyes pinned him with a ferocious intensity.

				His heart lurched. “No, my love,” he said, reciting the script that would calm her, words from a time long past. “I could never tire of you.”

				Vanessa tugged his hand. “Then come to bed.”

				Ethan sighed and stretched out beside her, on top of the coverlet. He propped up on some pillows and reached for her.

				Vanessa nuzzled into Ethan’s chest and made a contented sound. The frail woman felt insubstantial in his embrace. He rested his cheek on her forehead and kissed her brow, just to assure himself she was really there. “What shall we do this evening, Nessa?”

				“I’d like to go to a ball,” she answered on a happy sigh. “You buy me so very many pretty things. All the ladies will be jealous. Their husbands don’t do half for them what you do for me and it infuriates them. They can look down their noses at me all they like, but I see their envy. They wish they had things like mine. They wish they had a love like ours … ”

				Her voice trailed off into a mutter, and then she was quiet. She inhaled and exhaled slowly. Her weight increased against him as she sank into sleep.

				When he judged it safe to do so, he reached for the bell pull beside the bed.

				A maid opened the door and crossed the room, her eyes wary upon Vanessa.

				“Could I have something to eat, please?” Ethan asked in a whisper. “Something I can manage with one hand.”

				The maid glanced at her sleeping mistress and offered Ethan a sympathetic smile. “Of course, my lord. And may I say,” she hesitated before continuing, “God bless you, sir. The care you give Madam … ” She shook her head. “Well,” she concluded, “we’re just fortunate you don’t have bigger things on your mind.”

				She curtsied and tiptoed from the room. Ethan stared after her, stupefied. Didn’t have bigger things on his mind?

				For the first time since he’d arrived, he remembered that when he went home, it would be to a house stripped to the bones, and creditors banging down the door.

				Ghita’s insistence that he marry once again floated through his mind. The Italian woman had even mentioned a name, to which Ethan had paid no attention. Brock-something, maybe? Marriage was repugnant to him, thanks to the twice-damned Earl of Kneath. Ethan didn’t want a bride, but gaming had driven him to ruin.

				If only he possessed a useful skill, he could seek respectable employment. Perhaps a diplomatic post or a royal appointment?

				But no. He could never abandon Vanessa. She was his responsibility — the only one he’d never fouled up. If he left London, she’d be alone, vulnerable to malefactors who would take advantage of her condition. Long ago, he’d vowed never to let that happen. He didn’t dare lower his guard.

				Which left him, in regards to his debts, with little in the way of options. Did he risk losing more money to Ficken and his ilk and digging himself deeper into debt, or did he enter into a detestable marriage of convenience? Both were intolerable.

				Ethan glanced down at the frail old woman sleeping in his arms. He had wanted to come here to escape his problems.

				Even in that, he’d failed.

	
Chapter Three

				Lily disembarked from the carriage and joined her father’s solicitor on the walk. In the last two weeks, they had viewed numerous properties under consideration as possible homes for the school.

				She looked up and down the row of stately homes. “Isn’t Bird Street a little much for what we have in mind?”

				It would be the matter of only a few minutes to walk to Brook Street, turn the corner, and find oneself in Grosvenor Square, where scions of the wealthiest, most influential families lived in imposing grandeur.

				Lily’s friends, the Duke and Duchess of Monthwaite, would reside on the Square when they returned to England from their South American expedition.

				“Ordinarily, I’d agree,” said Mr. Wickenworth, the solicitor. He was a short man, round in the middle, balding on top, and almost always smiling. Lily had no idea the law could prove to be such a jolly profession, but Mr. Wickenworth seemed to find handling Mr. Bachman’s affairs the epitome of good living.

				He removed his spectacles and wiped them with a handkerchief. Then he dabbed the bit of forehead showing beneath the brim of his hat before returning the spectacles to his face. He wrinkled his nose and blinked. “However,” he said, “the owner is eager to sell and might be persuaded to accept an offer more in line with our budget.”

				She looked up the walk, where a fashionably dressed lady and gentleman strolled arm in arm, along with a small terrier on a lead. A fine phaeton rolled past, drawn by a matched pair.

				She looked at Mr. Wickenworth. “Even if we can convince the owner to sell to us at a reasonable price, I’m concerned the neighborhood might not be appropriate for the school.”

				The solicitor patted his belly. A gold ring circling his pinky finger winked in the sun. “That is something to consider,” he agreed. He gestured to the front stairs. “Still, we’re here. Let’s have a look.”

				Lily ascended, careful to hold her skirt and dusty blue, military-style pelisse free of the water collected on the steps. A general air of neglect hung about the property. Spots of rust blemished the wrought-iron rail, and the brass knocker was tarnished.

				She wrinkled her nose. “How long has this house stood vacant?”

				“It isn’t.” Mr. Wickenworth reached past her to knock. “I’m told the owner lives here.”

				Lily raised a brow. She very much doubted anyone possessed of the fortune required to reside in this neighborhood would permit his house to go without such basic maintenance as sweeping the front steps or polishing the brass hardware.

				Several minutes elapsed with no response from inside the house.

				“There, you see,” she muttered. “This has been a wasted trip.”

				Mr. Wickenworth’s features drew together, putting Lily in mind of a punched ball of dough. “I made an appointment through the solicitor handling the sale,” he insisted. He reached for the knocker again and rapped a full ten times.

				After another minute passed in silence, Lily said, “Maybe they left the door open for us.”

				She reached for the knob, but jerked back at the sound of a loud clatter, followed by a muffled voice. A moment later, footsteps pounded down stairs and the door opened.

				The eyes of the man standing there hit Lily with a stunning force. They were deep blue — the color of the restless sea after a storm, and their scrutinizing regard took in her face and then boldly roved down her length and back up again.

				Heat prickled the back of her neck. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t remember how to breathe.

				The man’s hair was cut very short. It was reddish-brown, and the top was tousled and stood up about two inches in short twists that would curl, given another inch. She realized with horror that her hand had begun to reach toward that hair and snatched it back.

				He wore a black suit, rather than livery. He must be the butler, she decided. The coat seemed reasonably well-tailored, but it was hard to tell for certain because it was rumpled to within an inch of its life, as though it had been slept in. She frowned and shook her head at the ludicrous thought.

				“Yes?” the butler said in a bland tone, seeming not to have noticed her wayward extremity. “What do you want?” His eyes flicked to Wickenworth, giving Lily opportunity to further study his face. His brows were long and heavy, but not oppressively so. Rather, they complemented the firm, straight line of his nose. Dark stubble shaded his strong jaw. She clutched her reticule tighter to keep from reaching for him again.

				“I’m Wickenworth,” the solicitor announced, “representing Mr. Bachman.” He gestured to Lily. “This is Miss Bachman.”

				The butler’s heavy-lidded gaze fell on her again. Lily’s stomach flipped.

				“We’ve an appointment to tour the property,” Wickenworth continued.

				The man stared blankly at the solicitor for a moment, then he shook his head as though clearing it. “Oh. Yes. Come in.”

				As Lily passed the handsome young butler, every nerve in her body stood on end.

				The door banged into the frame behind them. She startled.

				“Sorry,” the butler muttered.

				For a moment, the three of them stood in the dim entrance hall. The walls were bare. In one spot, a nail protruded from the plaster with a bit of hanging wire dangling from it. A layer of dust lay on the parquet floor. Next to the front door stood a ladderback chair. A gentleman’s hat hung on the top of one of the back posts, while a great coat had been draped across the seat.

				Something tugged at her attention. She turned to see the butler watching her with frank interest. Their gazes locked. Lily unconsciously bit her lower lip and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The man followed each minute movement with his fathomless eyes, a mocking smile twitching the corners of his lips. She swallowed, willing her nerves to calm.

				“May we look around?” she asked with more confidence than she felt.

				He nodded slightly, his gaze holding fast to hers.

				Lily turned away and closed her eyes; her heartbeat pounded in her ears. What on earth was wrong with her? She’d seen handsome men before — she’d even kissed one or two. This was only a man, and a servant besides. She scolded herself for acting like a ninny.

				She walked up the stairs, glad that Mr. Wickenworth had placed himself between her and the butler. From the landing, she crossed to a door and opened it. The room appeared to be a parlor. Carefully, she made her way through the gloom to the windows. When she pulled the drapes open, sunlight streamed through the glass and illuminated a cloud of dust stirred up by her movements. It was as though no one had touched the room in weeks.

				The parlor was bare, except for a decorative plate in a stand atop the mantel. The carpet was marked by the footprints of chairs that were no longer there.

				She wrinkled her nose as she dragged her finger across the windowsill. It looked for all the world as if the most recent occupant had long since moved away. Mr. Wickenworth must have been mistaken. Surely.

				“Does someone actually live here?” she asked, turning toward the door.

				The butler stood just inside the room, casually leaning with his shoulder propping up the wall. His eyes narrowed at her question. “Yes,” he said in a jeering tone, “someone actually lives here.”

				“That was uncalled for,” Lily muttered.

				Handsome as he might have been, the man had no sense of his station. She stalked past the rude servant to a door across the hall. She reached for the knob.

				“Wait!” He grabbed her upper arm, bringing her to a halt.

				Lily’s startled gaze flew to his face. He was a few inches taller than she. Being quite tall for a female, this was a little out of the ordinary. Lily stood equal in stature to — or even taller than — most men of her acquaintance. The butler radiated an intensity of presence; his maleness oozed from every inch. His warm, spicy scent softened her other senses. Awareness flared between them, and Lily once again felt herself drawn in. She started to sway, shifting her weight closer.

				“Yes?” she said breathlessly, her lips parted in a pout.

				His eyes were riveted to her mouth. Then his brows puckered slightly, as though it took some effort to remember what he’d wanted to say. “I’d rather you didn’t go in there,” he said at last. “That’s my — ”

				“Nonsense!” Mr. Wickenworth cut in brusquely. “How can we appraise the place if we don’t see the entire property?”

				Lily looked from the solicitor to the man. She looked down at his hand still on her arm. Annoyance flared through her as she realized that a perfect stranger — and a servant, at that — had manhandled her.

				She pulled her arm out of his grip and drew a breath, fighting to regain mastery of her suddenly traitorous body. “Mr. Wickenworth is quite right,” she said. “We’ve come to view the property, and view it we shall.”

				The butler’s lips drew into a thin line as though he wanted to argue.

				Lily’s eyes narrowed in a challenge.

				She saw the instant the man’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. Lily felt her equilibrium returning. His handsome face had briefly thrown her off balance, but she was once again in control of herself and the situation. She turned on her heel and marched into the room.

				Several steps in, she stuttered to a halt; she felt herself enveloped by … him. The entire room smelled like the gorgeous stranger. A twinge of uncertainty gave her a moment’s pause before she continued to the window on the nearest wall. She opened the curtains, once again kicking up dust.
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