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Prologue

In which we Commence our Tale of Woe.





Do you believe in universal truths? Admonitions, beliefs, or even morality tales passed down through families like so much well-worn linen? The Bard once said that all the world’s a stage and we mortals merely players. If you subscribe to that, as many amongst us do, then the misbegotten life of Randolph Bentham Rutledge could have been termed a comedy to some and a tragedy to others, depending upon one’s point of view.


To his partners in debauchery, it was a comedy, so long as the money held out. To his wife, his children, and his debtors, it was a tragedy, and one with far too many curtain calls. But the gentleman himself (and one must use this term loosely) once laughingly declared that his life was really just one great farce, and it was appropriately titled The Rake’s Progress—or would have been, had the title not been snatched up by some proselytizing cartoonist who was most likely fated to sink into the swamp of literary obscurity.


The family saga really began long ago, some eighty years prior to the arrival of William the Conqueror, when an ambitious peasant from the market town of Chipping Campden heaped his worldly goods onto a creaky old ox-cart and set out on a journey deep into the countryside. Posterity knows not the reason for this adventure, taken as it was during a time when most Saxon peasants would live cradle to coffin in one place. But we know he did not go far—just twenty miles south as the crow flies—and yet the distance was to alter his family’s fortunes forever.


The traveler was called John of Campden. And legend says that when he reached the verdant valley of the River Coln, he paused on a swath of bottomland which rolled out to meet the wolds like a lush green carpet. There he unharnessed his ox, unloaded his cart, and sank the first of many spades deep into the fertile earth. And thus began his family’s climb toward that lofty stratum of blue-blooded rural gentry.


How a simple Saxon came by such a fine property, whether by honest labor, clever deceit, or perhaps even a shrewd marriage, we know not. But throughout the many centuries which followed, his descendants labored hard and long to build sturdy cottages, tidy villages, and powerful wool churches, so called because their every keystone and candlestick had been paid for by that common currency of the Cotswolds. Sheep.


Six centuries later—long after the Campdens had somehow lost a p and become the Camdens—yet another John came along with yet another grand plan. He used his wool money to build a fine manor house on the very site where legend held that his ancestor had stuck his first fateful spade into the earth. This house was built, as were all such houses of its time and place, of butter-brown stone, and it was so symmetrical, so exquisite, and so grandly and perfectly proportioned that the villagers stood in awe, as well they should have done. With its crenellated bays and steep, soaring roofs, and the parish church of St. Michael the Archangel standing quite literally in its shadow, Chalcote Court evoked the wealth, power, and influence which this ambitious family had so assiduously acquired.


But the tides of fortune and the wheels of history were destined to turn against the Camden family. When, almost two centuries later, another John Camden was born at Chalcote, he unwittingly brought with him a time of great uncertainty. Though there was no want of money, years of pox, plague, and civil unrest had somehow ripped entire branches from the family tree. And this last John Camden was an ill-fated fellow who had spent four decades, and almost as many wives, striving to beget an heir for a dying dynasty, until at last he gave himself a heart seizure in the midst of one last thrust of the family sword.


He awoke some two days later in his vast, barrel-ceilinged bedchamber to see his twin daughters, Alice on the right and Agnes on the left, bent like sorrowful angels over what John Camden knew was to be his deathbed. The mattress was so narrow, and his daughters’ hair so soft and fluffy, that their heads quite literally brushed one another. Weak and disoriented, the old man fancied they were smothering him and waved them away. Being biddable girls, they leapt back at once. But, as luck would have it, Alice’s comb caught in Agnes’s hair, and they had a devil of a time getting themselves disentangled.


Watching the tussle in mute amazement, the old man suddenly decided it was a sign from God. With what strength his maker had left him, John Camden sent to Oxford for his solicitor. He drew a complicated will, one which tore a gaping wound down the middle of his heritage. The property which his family had held so proudly and so wholly for eight centuries was to be slashed in two. Alice, the elder by a quarter-hour, was to have the piece on which Chalcote stood. The more distant portion was to go to Agnes, a young woman more prudent than pleasant.


John Camden expressed but one dying wish: that his daughters’ progeny intermarry and thus reunite—or reentangle, if you will—the family estate. But, more importantly, none of the land was ever to leave the family’s possession. For if it did, he vowed his soul would never rest.


Alice moved quickly. During the very first week of her very first season, she caught the eye of a fellow who was thought by all who knew him to be the most attractive, and the most profligate, gentleman in all of England. Alice was rich, silly, and madly in love, and her wedding bells had scarce stopped ringing before Randolph Rutledge began laying waste to eight hundred years’ hard work.


By the time this miserable mistake of a marriage had produced three children, there was very little estate left to reunite, and John Camden’s ghost was nowhere to be seen. As for Agnes, she had moved on with her life, marrying well and building what amounted to a fully fortified castle on her half of the land. But, still vexed over Alice’s having got the famous family seat, Agnes barely acknowledged her disreputable brother-in-law’s existence—or her sister’s suffering.


“Well, we cannot very well sell the blasted thing,” said Randolph to his wife one rainy afternoon as he squinted through the parlor window into Chalcote’s forecourt. “No one with the sense God gave a goose would wish to live in this wet and dreary place.”


Alice let her head fall weakly against the back of her brocade divan. “But it is spring, Randolph,” she replied as she modestly shifted her nursing infant beneath his blanket. “Cam says one must be grateful for spring rain. Moreover, we cannot sell Chalcote, or even mortgage it, for Papa tied it all up. You knew when we married that all would go to Cam someday.”


“Oh, stop sniveling about someday, Alice,” said Randolph bitterly, flinging himself into a leather armchair. “Your perfect little prince shall have it all soon enough, I’ll wager, for if I cannot lay hands on some blunt soon, I’m apt to expire of boredom.”


Alice looked at him through weary eyes. “You might spend some time with Cam or Catherine,” she suggested, her gaze going to their children who were bent over a backgammon table in a distant corner. The young man sat with his long, booted legs stretched out beneath the table, while the girl dangled her feet above them. On the floor beside them sat one of a dozen copper pots. Caught up in the game, the children seemed oblivious to the annoying plop! plop! plop! of the leaky roof above their heads.


Randolph snorted, then turned on his wife. “M’dear, I would not think of interfering,” he snarled. “That dull yeoman farmer over there is all your doing. And I pray to God he’s the savior you think him, for this miserable excuse of an estate direly needs salvation. As to the chit, I reckon she’s a taking little thing, but…”


But she is just a girl.


This last disparagement hung unspoken. Alice Rutledge sighed again and, unable to resist the overwhelming fatigue which had plagued her since the birth, let her eyes drop shut. She must have dozed for a time—she often did so—and awakened to the sound of the babe’s flailing and squalling. Her breasts, it seemed, were always too soon emptied, and the child was forever wailing his frustration.


“Greedy little devil,” she heard Randolph say with a chortle. “Never enough, eh, my boy? Women are ever like that.”


Alice forced open her eyes. Her husband was bent low over her divan, his hands reaching out for the child. She had not the strength to refuse him, and so, as she often did, Alice simply let the babe be pulled from her grasp. Arms waving eagerly, the child went to his father with a happy gurgle.


In short order, Randolph had soothed the babe by bouncing him enthusiastically on one knee whilst singing a coarse tavern ditty. Alice forced her eyes open and thrust out her hands to snatch back the child. “Stop it, Randolph!” she demanded. “That is excessively vulgar. I shan’t have him exposed to your disgusting habits.”


Still bouncing the happy child on his knee, Randolph shot her a sour, quelling look. “Oh, shut up, Alice,” he said. “This one is mine, do you hear? The choirboy and the chit you’ve already ruined, but this one—ha! Just look at his eyes! Look at that grin! By God, this one has my spirit and my appetites.”


“I pray not,” snapped Alice.


Randolph threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, Alice, you may as well surrender him gracefully. You’ve had your way with the other two, but this chubby little devil has my name and my nature, and I shall do with him just as I please.” And then, quite deliberately, he let his eyes run over her. “Besides, m’dear,” he added, a little too cheerfully, “I don’t think you’ve the strength to stop me.”


Alice let her hands drop away empty. Empty like the whole of her life. The only good which had come of it was her children, Camden, Catherine, and the baby. And Randolph was right. Damn him to hell, but he was right. Her days on this earth were numbered, and she knew it with a fearful certainty. And then what? Dear God, then what?


In Cam she had instilled a rigid self-discipline which would ensure that he would always do the right thing. And Catherine’s sweet nature and simple beauty would eventually win her a good husband, one who would take her away from all this. But the baby, her sweet little Bentley, what would become of him when she was gone? The grief and fear swallowed her up again, and Alice’s eternal wellspring of tears burst forth.









Chapter One

In which Mrs. Weyden’s warnings go Unheeded.





“Tout vient à celui qui sait attendre,” muttered Frederica d’Avillez. Her tone made it sound more like a curse than a proverb. It was, she supposed, just a remnant of some long-ago French lesson which now kept repeating itself over and over in her head until it became maddening, rather like that big green and yellow bird she’d once seen swinging on a wire in a Piccadilly shop window. All comes to him who knows how to wait. What a bloody stupid saying. And an egregious lie, too.


At the stable door, she stared grimly into the night for a long, uncertain moment, then forced back her shoulders and marched off in the direction of the terraced gardens. As she paced, Frederica tapped her crop impatiently against her thigh, the muted sting somehow keeping her tears at bay, much as her silly proverb had done for the last several months. The words had given her hope during a miserable come-out season in London. And they had sustained her at home here in Essex while she anxiously awaited Johnny’s return from his grand tour.


Well, much good her patience had done her! She should have gone to Scotland with Zoë and the little ones. Instead, she was stuck here with Aunt Winnie and the menfolk, and she and Johnny were done for. Ruthlessly, Frederica shoved a bough of hemlock from her face and pushed on through the shimmering moonlight, her riding boots digging hard into the gravel as she hit the garden path. Here, at the bottom terrace, the gardens were allowed to grow thick and natural. High above in the distance, someone had left a lantern burning by the back door. Frederica should have found it welcoming, but she didn’t.


The night was cool but not damp, the air thick with the scent of freshly turned earth. She drew in another steadying breath, and a sudden sense of despair almost overwhelmed her. It drew at her lungs and wracked her shoulders, but she fought it down and picked up her stride. Anger was a better emotion. And she was angry. Spitefully so. The fierce desire to hurt someone was almost frightening. She had come home from London for no good reason. She had been mistaken. Despite all his whispered pleas and smoldering glances, Johnny Ellows, it seemed, had not meant to marry her at all.


Abruptly, she jerked to a halt, scarcely seeing the next flight of steps which loomed up in the moonlight ahead. How could she have been so mistaken? How could she have been so stupid?


Because she was a silly little girl.


Well, the truth hurt, did it not? Things were no different here at home than they had been in London. The surroundings were just more familiar. Society, and apparently even the rural gentry, could always find cause to look down on her. Suddenly, Frederica felt as inadequate in Essex as she had in town. At that thought, something inside her snapped. As if it possessed a will of its own, Frederica’s riding crop struck a whacking good blow at the next swag of evergreen, sending snippets of foliage spinning into the night. Unleashing her rage felt oddly satisfying. She was tired of being so perfect, so placid, so bloody damned…restrained. So, again and again, she thrashed at the greenery which verged on the paths and steps, all the while making her way briskly up the terraces.


“He loves me not!” she hissed, striking a blow at the juniper on her left. “Not! And not! And not!” A row of bare-branched forsythia fell victim, dry twigs splintering hither and yon. Stems of yew twirled wildly off into the darkness. The sharp tang of evergreen surrounded her, and still she pushed on, venting her wrath on whatever shrub the moonlight spilt over. The hot press of tears threatened. Oh, Johnny! She had thought…he had said…


But apparently not.


He was to wed his cousin in May. On his father’s orders, he had said. He loved Frederica madly, had always loved her, but he could not risk being cut off. There would be no estate, no lovely manor house.


Frederica had reminded him of her generous dowry, but it had done no good. Perhaps his cousin had one larger? The lump in her throat had kept her from asking. So, with a sad smile, Johnny had lifted her hand to his lips and had taken his leave of her forever.


And yet Frederica had heard too well what had gone unsaid. Her blood was not blue enough—or English enough—for the virtuous Squire Ellows. And her cousins’ titles, money, and influence notwithstanding, Frederica had been born on the wrong side of the blanket, and so she was a bastard—an orphaned foreign bastard —the worst thing you could be in England, or so it seemed tonight.


She had almost reached the upper terrace which was rimmed with a low stone wall and flanked with a row of boxwoods. The lantern still swung from its hook by the back door, the pale yellow light spilling across the flagstones. Drawing back her whip, she gave the nearest boxwood one last thrashing.


“Jesus Christ Almighty!” exclaimed a raspy masculine voice.


Frederica leapt back, her hand flying to her mouth.


A broad, dark shape emerged from behind the boxwood, his hands working furiously at the close of his trousers. “Bloody hell, Freddie!” barked the man around the stub of a glowing cheroot. “Give a chap an apoplexy, why don’t you?”


Heart in her throat, Frederica leaned forward to peer into the shadows. And then, as he buttoned his trousers, she saw a familiar gold signet ring winking at her in the moonlight. “Oh, good Lord!” she groaned. “Bentley Rutledge, is that you? What, pray, are you about?”


Rutledge gave a bark of laughter and hitched up his last trouser button. “What’s it look like, Freddie love?” He unclamped the cheroot between his teeth and cocked one hip against the stone wall. “Try to give a little warning next time.”


“For pity’s sake, Rutledge! Didn’t Tess put a slop pot under your bed?”


But her initial shock having faded, Frederica was not especially embarrassed. She had known Rutledge forever, it seemed. He was her cousin Gus’s best friend and a favorite at Chatham Lodge, a house which was usually filled cheek-by-jowl with visitors. And although Aunt Winnie could often be overheard exclaiming that Rutledge was an unconscionable rake, her eyes were always twinkling when she said it. Frederica looked Rutledge up and down. Winnie had said some other things, too. Things unmarried young ladies probably weren’t supposed to overhear.


But Frederica had overheard them, and she did not doubt for one moment that they were true. Rutledge was a tall, handsome devil with melting brown eyes, a wicked grin, and thick, dark hair which was always too long. In fact, now that she thought on it, he seemed to get handsomer with every passing year. And bigger. And broader. He was strong, too. On Boxing Day, he had caught her beneath the mistletoe. She remembered how he had set his big hands about her waist so that his thumbs almost touched. And then he had lifted her effortlessly into the air, twirling her round as he kissed her—full on the mouth, too.


But it meant absolutely nothing. Every year around Christmastime, Rutledge would catch and kiss all the ladies—Aunt Winnie, Cousin Evie, and even Zoë, whom no one else dared to kiss, because even though she was illegitimate, her father was the great Lord Rannoch. But this year, Rutledge had snatched Frederica up when no one else was about. He had given her the usual swift, smacking kiss. And then, strangely, he had seemed to falter. He almost forgot the twirling part, then the kiss softened somehow, as if their mouths had parted slightly. Then he had lowered her very slowly, their bodies brushing, his eyes never leaving hers. When her toes again touched the floor, Frederica had felt all hot and strange. But Rutledge had turned away at once. And that had been the last time he’d kissed her—or anyone—beneath the mistletoe.


How strange that she should remember that tonight. Good Lord, she had a tragedy on her hands. Her grief over Johnny flooded back. “I’m sorry to have startled you, Rutledge,” she said, fumbling awkwardly with her riding crop. “But it is a bit past midnight. Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


“Oh, I should?” In the moonlight, she could see his very large, very white teeth as he grinned. Rutledge was always grinning at her. “And what of yourself, sweet? Slipping back from the stables so late? Who’s the lucky fellow?”


For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. “None of your business,” she finally snapped.


At that, Rutledge slid away from the stone wall and stood a bit unsteadily. “Why, Freddie!” he whispered, grinding his cheroot beneath his boot heel. “It’s young Ellows, isn’t it? Ah, those Cambridge men have all the luck!”


The jest was like a knife in her heart, stabbing swift and deep. Frederica placed a steadying hand on the stone newel post. “Why must you always tease me, Rutledge?” she demanded, fighting her tears with scorn. “And why is it that you never turn up here unless you’re avoiding some scandal? Or her husband? And speaking of scandal, why are you wandering the gardens alone? Can you find no better company than me?”


In the lamplight, Rutledge crooked one eyebrow and moved toward her with his easy, loose-limbed grace. “I was just finishing a smoke, Freddie,” he said more gently. “Your cousins and I got back late from the Wrotham Arms, that’s all. Gus thought we’d best walk Trent up and down the terrace for a bit. He and Theo just hauled him up to bed. The poor lad will pay for his sins on the morrow, I’ll wager.”


Frederica swished her skirts past Rutledge and started up the last three steps. “His sins?” she echoed, her back already turned to him. “And the rest of you are pure as the driven snow, I’m sure.”


“Pax, Freddie!” Rutledge laughed, seizing her lightly by the shoulder and turning her face back toward his. “What the devil’s got into you?”


And then he saw. Frederica realized it when the sparkle slowly melted from his eyes. “Aw, Freddie, what’s all this?” he murmured, his hand heavy through the wool of her habit. He lifted the other hand to cup her jaw and slid the ball of his thumb beneath her eye. “Crying? Why? Who? Give me a name, love. I swear to God, he’ll be dead by dawn.”


At that, Frederica erupted into something which was not quite a laugh and not quite a sob. Killing Johnny—or at least maiming him—was just the sort of thing Rutledge might do, too, if she asked. But her tears were flooding forth now.


On a sharp sigh, Rutledge caught her hand and hauled her hard against him, sending her hat tumbling into the grass. “Oh, shush, Freddie, shush,” he crooned, wrapping a strong arm about her waist. “Don’t cry, love. Oh, don’t cry. I’m sorry I teased you. I oughtn’t have. Just don’t cry.”


His sympathy made it worse. Or better. She wasn’t sure. But on the next awful sob, she threw her arms around his neck. Rutledge settled one big hand on her spine and began to ease it up and down. It was a strong, heavy hand, and Frederica needed someone’s touch. It didn’t much matter that it was Bentley Rutledge, the worst rogue in all of Christendom. One couldn’t help but like him, and, for all his wicked ways, he always made her feel comfortable. He was never arrogant or formal or cold. He was just…Bentley.


He was patting her back now. “Shush, shush,” he crooned.


“Oh, Bentley, I’m just so miserable!” she whimpered. And then Frederica allowed herself the rare luxury of burying her face against his lapel and sniveling pathetically. He smelled of horse, tobacco, and far too much brandy, yet his strength and his touch were inescapably masculine.


But she should be hugging Johnny.


The notion came out of nowhere, blindsiding her. Frederica drew breath again, and another sob shuddered through her. In response, Rutledge tucked her head firmly beneath his chin and drew her tight against his length. “What happened, Freddie?” he whispered, brushing his lips against her hair. “Did someone hurt you? Who? You can always tell old Bentley.”


And in that instant, she knew that he was right. Bentley Rutledge was just the sort of gentleman one could confide in, because he’d doubtless seen every sort of wickedness life could offer up—and he knew how to keep his mouth shut, too. “It-it-it’s Johnny Ellows,” she sobbed. “He doesn’t want to m-marry me after all.”


She felt his hand stop, felt his fingers dig into her spine. “The deuce!” he softly cursed. “That two-faced dog! He’s been hanging out after you since you put your braids up.”


“I know!” wailed Frederica into Rutledge’s coat. “But now his father says he has to m-m-marry his cousin!”


“Oh, his father says!” The derision rumbled in Rutledge’s broad chest. “Well, his father is a pompous prig! Ellows doesn’t deserve you. Not by half. Gus and I have always said so. And now we know he’s gutless in the bargain.”


Frederica sniffed again. “What do you mean?”


Rutledge tucked her a little closer. “Ah, Freddie, a man would be a fool not to put up a fight for you,” he murmured, patting her lightly on the head now. “I would, were I in his shoes. But—well, I’m not. Wouldn’t do at all, of course! All I’m trying to say is that if Johnny Ellows doesn’t have the ballocks to—damn! Your pardon, Freddie, but if he doesn’t have ’em, then you can do better. Much better.”


But Frederica could only shake her head against the rough wool of Rutledge’s coat. “But no one else has ever wanted me,” she managed to whisper. “And no one ever will. I know! I spent a whole season in London, and not one gentleman proposed. It’s because they think I’m not good enough. Not legitimate enough. So it just seemed easier to come home and m-marry Johnny after all. But even Johnny doesn’t want me! And now I’m destined to just shrivel up and die an old maid.”


She felt Rutledge’s body go rigid. “Hush, Freddie.” It was an unmistakable reprimand. “Your cousin Gus said you were the prettiest girl in London last season. Those town fops just heard you were already spoken for. Or maybe they were intimidated by your guardian, Lord Rannoch.”


“Oh, it’s not Elliot!” Frederica sobbed. “It’s because of m-my mother. And—and, well, no one can be pretty enough to overcome that.”


“Balderdash!” His voice was oddly choked. “You’re beautiful enough to overcome any obstacle. Trust me on this, love, because I’m about as jaded as a man can get.”


At that, Frederica lifted her face to his, and almost wished she hadn’t. Rutledge was staring at her with a gaze that made her breath catch. His mouth was no longer smiling, and his deep brown eyes had gone curiously soft, just as they’d done on Boxing Day.


A long, strange moment held sway. Later, Frederica wasn’t perfectly sure why she did it, but she lifted herself onto her tiptoes, pushing her breasts flat against Rutledge’s chest. And, oddly, while she was doing it, Frederica was thinking of Johnny—or, rather, thinking of how she had wasted herself on him. She was almost nineteen years old, and she was ready to experience life—real life. Perhaps Rutledge was right. Perhaps Johnny did not deserve her. A mean-spirited little part of her wanted to make him sorry for what he had done and was wondering if she should just ask Bentley to break his legs after all. But most of her brain had already forgotten about Johnny and was thinking only of how Bentley’s hands and mouth had felt on hers all those weeks ago.


“Bentley?” Her voice had gone all croaky somehow. “Do you remember last Christmas?”


He was very quiet for a moment. “Might do, Freddie. Why?”


“I mean, when you…you kissed me? On Boxing Day?”


He drew in a slow, deep breath. “Er, vaguely.”


“Well, it felt nice,” she confessed. “And I was wondering if you—if you might do it like that again?”


There was a long, heavy silence. “Not a good idea, Freddie,” he finally answered.


His resistance was intriguing. “Why not? I thought…well, I thought you liked it just a little.”


“Oh, I did.”


“Then do it again. Please, Bentley?”


His resistance was short-lived. “Oh, hell, Freddie!” he choked. And then, with a soft sound deep in his throat, he bent his head and lowered his mouth to hers.


In the future, Bentley noted, be very, very careful where you take a piss.


It must have been his last clear thought before his lips brushed Freddie’s. And somehow, despite a brain slightly clouded by brandy, he had the presence of mind to kiss her tenderly. Sensing her hurt and confusion, he settled his mouth over hers, spread his palm wide against the back of her head, and slid his lips gently over hers until they parted on a breathless gasp. Freddie kissed like an eager virgin, uncertain at every motion, but sweet. So sweet. And all he had to do, or so he told himself, was to make her feel desirable.


Which was precisely the bloody trouble. She was desirable. And wildly beautiful with her honey-warm skin and heavy black hair. He’d first noticed three or four years ago, and the thoughts which had begun to run wild through his head had made him feel like a lecherous dog. Which was why he’d found it prudent to treat her—and tease her—like a sister. Well, he bloody well wasn’t kissing his sister now, was he?


Bentley knew he should stop, but, as with most of his sins, he simply didn’t. Once begun, it just felt too good to quit. So he settled his other hand low against her back and urged her gently against him as he eased his tongue into her mouth. Freddie gasped, drawing cool air into his mouth and bringing home the reality that all of this really was new to her. But she was twining her arms about his neck now and pushing herself against him with an unmistakable feminine hunger—an invitation he had never in his life refused.


Then, to make matters worse, she began to return his strokes, slowly and sinuously sliding her tongue along his, pushing it into his mouth, and making incredibly seductive sounds in the back of her throat. He really wished she hadn’t. He might have had a prayer, might by some miracle have dredged up the fortitude to tear his mouth from hers and go the hell upstairs. To his bed. Alone.


But self-discipline had never been Bentley’s strong suit, and when she deepened the kiss, he tightened his grip in her hair and savagely tilted her face fully into his, exposing the curve of her throat. He kissed her there and across her high, beautiful brows, then down her cheek. Frederica gasped again, and, in return, Bentley explored her body with his hands, plundering her innocence with his mouth while stroking her waist, the length of her spine, and the generous swell of her bottom.


He kissed her and kissed her until his head swam with some sort of dark, seductive haze. Somehow, Freddie always had a way of making him ache for something. She made him crave—an emotion he’d damn near deadened with life’s excesses. It had to be her innocence. The wanting of a woman whom no man had yet touched. But when he slid one hand beneath her perfect derrière and pressed her more fully against him, Frederica’s breath ratcheted instantly upward, her delicate nostrils flared, and he realized, ever so fleetingly, that it just might be something worse. It had been a long time since he’d been able to keep his eyes off the chit.


God. Oh, God. He could not do this. Not to her. And not to Gus. Whatever Bentley’s sins, he was a good and faithful friend.


Suddenly, to his great surprise, Frederica tore her mouth from his. “Bentley,” she whispered. “Do you really think I’m beautiful? Desirable? Do you desire me?”


In the darkness, Bentley stared down at her. “Ah, Jesus, Freddie! If you were any more desirable, Rannoch might be meeting me at dawn.”


Frederica licked her lips uncertainly. “Come with me,” she whispered, the words tumbling out in a rush. “We cannot linger here. Someone might see.”


Like a lamb to the slaughter—a bizarre simile if ever there was one—Bentley caught her hand and allowed himself to be dragged back down the steps and into the shadows of the next terrace. He was already hating himself when Freddie turned to face him, allowing a shaft of moonlight to slant across her perfect, slightly exotic features. It was her eyebrows, he suddenly decided. God, he’d always loved her eyebrows. Bentley felt his control slip another notch.


She was doing this, he tried to remind himself, because she’d been hurt. Young women were like that. He’d seen it—and steered clear of it—often enough. Older women, the kind he always sought out, were wise enough to know that there was always another lover just around the corner who could soothe the sting of wounded pride. Freddie, heaven help her, did not know that. And it was up to him to explain it.


She pressed her body against his again. Though his hands were trembling, he set them firmly on her shoulders and gave her a good, hard shake. “Sweetheart, don’t,” he warned. “Don’t do this. Don’t ever slip off into the dark with a man like me.”


She looked at him, half innocent, half seductress. “Don’t you want me?”


“Desperately.” Somehow he managed to give her a brotherly peck on the tip of her nose. “Madly. In the worst possible way. Now disappoint me, Freddie. Leave. Go up to bed. Alone.”


Wordlessly, she reached up and curled her fingers about his. With an impish smile, she tugged him down onto a wrought-iron bench, then turned her face to his for a kiss. Bloody hell, the chit was a beauty. When he had been away from Chatham for a while, he could make himself forget how beautiful she was. And now she wanted him to kiss her.


“No,” he whispered.


“Yes,” she answered. “Now. Please.”


So he obliged her. Damn him for a rogue and a scoundrel, but he did, crushing her mouth hard beneath his, as if the harshness of it might shock some sense into her. He did it roughly, crudely, forcing her head back even as he dragged her body against his. He shifted his weight, trapping her between the bench and his body, so there was no way she could miss the jutting weight of his cock. He kissed her and kissed her until the tenderness left, and only the visceral need remained. It ceased to be a game. The breath sawed in and out of his chest. He drove his tongue inside her mouth in what should have been an alarming parody. A clear sign of what he really wanted. What he ached for. And still, she did not falter.


Somehow he found the strength to rip his mouth from hers. “Freddie, stop!” His voice was deep, slightly strangled. “This is not a Christmas kiss. No more. We have to stop. Now.”


She looked at him through heavy eyes. Eyes which looked suddenly sure, suddenly knowing. The little girl was gone. And with a slight choking sound, Bentley opened his mouth against the delicate flesh of her throat and let his lips slide down and down.


“Freddie.” The name was torn from his chest. “Love, if you touch me again—if you so much as brush your lips over my face—I swear to you, I won’t be able to stop myself from pushing you down into that patch of grass and f—” He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “And…and doing something to your body that is really, really wrong.”


She put her lips against his ear. “Bentley, I’m tired of being really, really good,” she whispered. “Do you want me to die a dried-up old virgin?”


“Oh, dear God,” he whispered. And for the first time in his life, the phrase was not a blasphemy.


It was Freddie who slid out of her coat first. His own soon followed and, with it, the last of his restraint. His desire for her was like a living, breathing thing, a thing he could not contain. Swiftly, before he could rethink it, Bentley coaxed her mouth open again and began to slip loose the buttons of her shirt. It was a task he’d done a thousand times, often in the dark, often drunk—drunker, that is, than he was now. And yet his hand shook, and it took longer than it should have done.


Freddie knew what Bentley was about the instant his fingers began to toy with the buttons of her shirt. I can’t pretend, she told herself. I can’t pretend I don’t know. Or that this is somehow his fault.


She did know. And she did not care. She even had some vague notion of just what she was giving up. But Johnny had never kissed her the way Bentley Rutledge did. She doubted—oh, yes, she deeply doubted—that he even knew how. She doubted most men knew how.


Bentley was and always would be a rake. But he clearly wanted her, and Frederica was tired of saving herself for a marriage that would never be. She had desires, a feeling sometimes like white-hot fire in her blood, which she neither knew nor understood. It was a fire that Bentley, she somehow sensed, would understand.


“Freddie.” Bentley choked out the word just as cool air breezed across her breasts. “Freddie, for God’s sake, say something. Sweetie, I’m no good. Say no. Stop me.”


But Frederica just bent her head and rubbed her cheek over the bristles of his day-old beard. It felt so rough and so good. And Bentley smelled the way a man was supposed to smell. Like smoke and soap and sweat all caught up together.


“Oh, bloody hell,” he whispered. And then, with hands that shook, he shoved the cambric shirt off her shoulders and into the grass.


She could feel the heat of his breath on her breast. Then he opened his mouth over it and began to kiss it—suck it—through the thin lawn of her shift. Over and over, he drew the tip against his teeth, sending something slow and sweet spiraling through her body. And when Frederica thought she could bear the torment no longer, she arched and gave a soft, strained whimper. But Bentley made a low sound in his throat and turned his attention to the other breast, sucking until the fabric clung obscenely to her hardening nipples.


It was hot, and heady, and frightening. His hands were splayed firmly over her back, pressing her to him. She could smell his hair, the essence of him in the heat which escaped his clothing. It made her ache to touch him back and left her ashamed that she didn’t know how. But she trembled when his hands skimmed down her waist to fist in the heavy wool of her skirt. Effortlessly, he dragged it halfway up her thighs and then, on a groan, all the way up. His mouth still on her breast, he eased one hand between her legs.


“Freddie.” The word was a desperate plea. “Is this a yes? Sweetie, do you know what I’m asking? If you do, then say yes. Or no. Please.”


Freddie slid her hands up his broad expanse of chest and lifted her eyes to his. His powerful muscles shuddered beneath her touch, a testament to his desire. “Yes,” she said. The syllable was soft but certain.


“Good Lord, Freddie, this is suicide,” he said, then tumbled with her into the stiff winter grass, taking the force of her weight on his chest. She sprawled over him, her thigh pressed against the hard, throbbing ridge which she’d noticed beneath the close of his trousers. She knew what that was. She’d been raised in the country. With three very male cousins. She splayed her hands across his chest and looked down at him through a wild tangle of hair.


With a touch that was gentle, he threaded his fingers through it and pushed it from her face. And then, after a moment’s hesitation, he pulled her full against him and kissed her long and deep.


When he broke the kiss, Frederica found herself panting wildly. Gracefully, he rolled to one side and shifted his weight over her. In the heat of passion, boots, stockings, and drawers were stripped away. The chill night air breezed over much of her body. With his weight braced on powerful forearms, Bentley hung over her, his face cast in shadows.


His eyes. Oh, how she wished she could see his eyes again. Funny that she’d never noticed how warm they were. “Yes,” she said again, and Bentley’s hand went to his trouser buttons, swiftly jerking them free. In the darkness, she could see little and thought it might be for the best. She felt his hand slide between her thighs to touch her intimately. He gave a little groan of satisfaction and, with his knee, gently pushed her legs wide. “Ah, God, Freddie.” The words were an anguished whisper. “I hope I can do this right.”


And then, without another word, she felt the hard, hot weight of his erect shaft pressing against her body. It was then that she felt a moment of panic. As if he sensed it, Bentley dipped his head and brushed his lips across her ear. “If you say stop, love, I will. I can.”


He sounded as if he were trying to convince himself. She shook her head and felt her hair scrub against the grass. “No, no,” she said on a gasp, her hands clawing blindly out for him. “Take me. Give to me. Oh, Bentley, I don’t care. I don’t care what happens.” And in that moment, she spoke the truth. She wanted the pleasure his body promised. Wanted it, and feared it, too. But she was so tired of waiting. The heat in her blood was throbbing through her now. The weight of him pinned her, forced her down against the unyielding earth as his legs pushed hers wider still.


He was going too fast. Bentley knew it when he heard another sharp intake of breath. Ruthlessly, he checked himself and shifted his weight to slide first one finger, then two, back and forth through her soft, curling hair. He ached with lust for her, this girl he knew better than to want. But he did want her. And now he was lost—almost lost—in her sweet virgin’s body. With each stroke, he slid deeper into the hot, inviting heat until one fingertip was grazing her clitoris with every motion. Freddie began to pant, then to whimper, and the sound of it brought back the full import of what he was about to do.


This is it, old boy, he warned himself. Do it, and you are as good as married. Caught by your codlings. Snapped up tight in the parson’s mousetrap.


Or maybe not.


Freddie’s family was—well, just a little unconventional. And Freddie might not be fool enough to have him. Her cousins might prefer to simply kill him. Gus would surely try. Rannoch would likely succeed. But he had the most terrifying notion that just once with Freddie might be worth it. The sounds of night and the scent of fallen leaves washed over them, making him somehow more aware of the woman beneath him.


God, she was wet with desire, audibly so, and the thought gave him an incredible sense of power. He wanted her writhing beneath him, wanted to hear her soft, breathless voice against his ear. It would be different, he knew. Sweeter, somehow. And yet he was more than a little scared. Would it hurt? Would she cry? God, that he could not bear.


On the next stroke, he slid two fingers fully inside her, and Freddie gasped. With delicate precision, he drew out and slid in, deeper with every stroke, until he could touch the thin wall of flesh which nature had drawn taut inside her. And suddenly he wanted to rip through it with a ferocity he’d never known before. She was going to be his. The insane thought slammed into him like a brick wall. His. She had been touched by no man save himself, and the need to lay claim to her, to ram his body past that delicate barrier and take her for himself, raced through him like a lightning strike.


And he could wait no longer. Bracing himself above her shoulder with his hand, he took the weight of his cock in the other and gently probed her silken folds of flesh. To his shock, she rose to meet him, and she was so slick and wet he almost lost control.


“Easy, sweeting, go easy,” he whispered. “Oooh, no, no, Freddie. Let me, love. Let me do it.”


But there was, he knew, no avoiding the next step. Still, he resisted, trying almost unconsciously to draw back. With eager, innocent motions, her body kept rising with his, following him, her nails digging deep into the flesh of his shoulders. He pushed her hips hard against the grass, but when she arched again on a strangled moan, he slid half inside.


Her head thrashed, and she whispered something. Pleading? Begging? Oh, sweet heaven, she was so beautiful he thought he might die. And then, on a soft, jubilant cry, he thrust himself inside. He remembered little after that, which was devilish odd. He usually just watched himself have sex, distantly and dispassionately, not that that made any sense.


But this time, it was as if heat and light rushed through him, driving him into her. He tried, oh God, how he tried to hold back. He squeezed his eyes shut and dug his fingers into the grass, and then into the very earth itself. But he could not hold back the fierce desire which seemed to possess him.


He was drowning. Drowning in her perfect, virginal softness. Her tender flesh drew at him, sucking the very essence of life from his body. Over and over, he pushed and explored. He wanted—no, needed—to make it good for her. She possessed him, was him, and yet he was afraid he could not take her with him. It might have been seconds, or it might have been hours. And then, dimly, he heard Freddie’s sweet cry of urgency. Felt her leg hook round his waist to drag her body against him. Her motions were awkward, artless, and beautiful. Oh, so beautiful. His arms—his entire body—shook now.


Freddie arched again with a choking whimper, then her mouth opened on a silent cry, the sound of perfect ecstasy. La petite mort. The little death. And then all hell broke loose inside his head. Never once did he think to slow down, to pull out. Instead, shudder after shudder wracked his body as he drove and pumped his hips into her, until at last, that exquisite light exploded in his brain, and his seed spurted forth, hot and ravenous, marking her as his.









Chapter Two

The mysterious Affair of the Vanishing houseguest.





There was dirt under his fingernails.


Bentley shifted his head on the pillow, but even in the feeble dawn, he could see it. Lord, that was a tad uncouth, even for him. Shaking himself fully awake, he stretched out his hand, and it was then that he noticed the grass stains on his knuckles. His heart lurched, his stomach knotted, and on a groan of despair, he rolled over to see Freddie curled about her pillow like a sleepy kitten.


Her pillow. Her room.


Despair became alarm. Bentley leapt from the bed, and bare-arsed naked he was, too. But one ankle caught in something. Blister it, his drawers. Shaking himself free, Bentley stared down at the telltale heap of clothing which lay strewn on his side of the bed. As if he were a man facing death, his life—or at least the last six hours of it—flashed before his eyes. And then every detail settled over him like a lead weight. After lighting a candle, he sat down in a chair, his head falling forward into his hands.


Dear God. He remembered swaggering off to the Wrotham Arms with the Weyden brothers and letting young Lord Trent come along. He remembered drinking too much and letting Trent play too deep. And then hiring a buxom, flame-haired tavern wench to distract the lad. But Trent wouldn’t have her. “Old enough to be my mother,” he’d grumbled, red-faced.


So to salvage her pride, Bentley had taken her upstairs, paid her again, and started to have her himself. And he was well on the way to doing a bloody good job of it, too, given how much he’d had to drink. Then Trent had disgraced himself by retching all over the taproom, and the racket had drawn Bentley back down again. Thank God he’d still had his trousers on. But given that the wench was just the type he usually consorted with, he’d be dashed lucky if he hadn’t given Freddie the French pox.


Freddie. Oh, Freddie.


That, too, he remembered with painful clarity. Last night, after what he’d done to her in the garden, Bentley had found himself unwilling—no, unable—to leave her. It had seemed ungentlemanly. Or so he had told himself. As if it were considered perfectly good ton to tear asunder a young girl’s virginity without the benefit of clergy. And so he had brought her here, to the privacy of her bedchamber, knowing that she would wish to bathe away all evidence of what they had done. Then, when he should have taken himself off to toss and turn with guilt in his own bed, he had surrendered to temptation again.


It was odd, but something deep inside him had yearned to undress her. To do it properly, to admire her, this bold, beautiful prize he had claimed. But Freddie’s bravado had fled. She had been suddenly shy, and to soothe her, he had kissed her again, slow and long. In response, Freddie had melted. And that had been that, so far as their self-control went.


He had loved her again, but gently, with his hands and his mouth, until her soft gasps of pleasure settled into the night and she had settled into his arms. And again, he’d been unable to tear himself away. But this was the morning after. Something had to be done. But what? Or, rather, how? Scrubbing his hands down his face, he turned a complete circle of the room. Freddie had one of the coveted tower rooms in the oldest part of the house. The ceiling was braced with massive beams, black with age and barely visible in the faint dawn. An old casement window overlooked the side garden, its wavy diamond-shaped panes awaiting daylight. Otherwise, Bentley was trapped in a circle of stone—and in more ways than one.


And yet nothing but honor was stopping him from walking out. In fact, now that he thought on it, leaving—at least until tempers cooled—might just be for the best. But first, he had to talk to Freddie. He drew near the bed again and settled his hand over her bare shoulder. But Freddie did not stir, and he could not bring himself to wake her. Part of it, admittedly, was guilt. But part of it was the peaceful beauty which she radiated in sleep.


How strange it all was. For a long time, Freddie had been the merest slip of a girl, not at all the sort to turn his head. He’d never had a virgin. Never had a woman who hadn’t been had a hundred times before. He liked them older. Wiser. And he wanted a clean getaway when he was done. He rarely bedded the same woman two days running, and he rarely went two days without bedding someone. He was—or so his brother often sneered—unrepentantly promiscuous.


Only once had he been foolish enough to take a lover whom he could not leave. The memory of that still turned his stomach. And only once had he taken a mistress. Not because he’d really wanted one, but because he’d liked her, and because the life he could so easily offer Mary had seemed so much better than what she had. But in the end, he’d left Mary, too, with disastrous results.


So why Freddie? She had caught his notice more than once these last few years. So often it had begun to alarm him. Now he could see the gentle curve of her hip beneath the counterpane, could hear the slow, steady rhythm of sleep in her breathing, and he found it all strangely soothing. Her long, heavy hair was down—he vaguely recalled pulling the pins and ribbons from it—and spread across her pillow like an inky waterfall. Soft, sooty lashes fanned over olive skin which always glowed with warmth. Strangely, there was nothing of her fair, blue-eyed cousins in her, though he knew her father had been Trent’s uncle Frederick, an army officer who’d died a hero’s death in Portugal, leaving his fiancée to bear their child alone.


In her sleep, Freddie smiled and wriggled a little deeper into her pillow. On another strange stab of longing, Bentley turned away from the bed and went to the hearth. Naked, he knelt and stirred up the fire which had been banked for the night. An armoire the size of a dray horse stood opposite, and beside it a giltwood escritoire which looked absurdly dainty. He glanced about the room again and, not knowing what else to do, pulled on his drawers, then lit the branch of candles atop the escritoire.


Ink and a fresh sheaf of paper were already laid out, and Bentley tossed what seemed like a score of pages into the fire before he’d written anything which suited him. It had to suit; he was out of paper. So he sat back in his chair and turned it to the candlelight. He was shocked to see the page tremble in his grasp.


Bloody hell, he thought, his eyes skimming over it. These were words which ought well make a man’s hands shake. In truth, Bentley felt just a little ill. But there was nothing else to be done. He had Freddie’s reputation to think of. And then there was his obligation to her family. What would they decide? And what did he want?


He leaned back in the tiny chair and considered it. What did he want? To waltz through life unencumbered and unfettered, of course. To be thoroughly irresponsible. It was all he knew, all he’d ever wanted or expected. Besides, he tried to reassure himself, Freddie wasn’t apt to want him. Not for anything save a moment’s pleasure, right? If she thought otherwise—if her heart somehow formed a girlish attachment to him—Rannoch could always surgically remove it with his dirk. And then turn his knife on Bentley.


Yes, he was most likely a dead man—or would be, once the ink was dry in the parish marriage register. Ah, well. They didn’t call him Hell-Bent Rutledge for nothing. It had been bound to come to something like this in the end. So, with a shrug, Bentley folded the note, gave it an impulsive kiss, and propped it up on the windowsill. He meant to tiptoe back to his room, bathe, dress, and await the inevitable. He even went so far as to place one hand on the doorknob. But he still could not quite tear himself away.


On a sigh, he returned to the bed and lifted one hand to touch her hair. But in that instant, an awful clatter arose from deep in the stairwell beyond the door. Oh, Lord. His hand froze, and his mind raced. A servant? Yes. With a mop bucket? No. No, a coal scuttle, more likely. His eyes shot to the window. Daylight was almost upon them. He had no way out. A servant would shortly pop in to build up the fire, and Freddie would be irrevocably, hopelessly ruined.


The scuttle clattered again, closer. A little desperately, he strode to the casement window, popped the latch, and swung it wide. Two stories up. Rhododendron and holly beneath. Well, he’d had it worse. At least this time there wasn’t an irate husband with a pistol to his back. Snatching up an armful of boots and clothing, Bentley hurled it into the breaking dawn, then hitched himself onto the windowsill. Afterward, he never could remember having actually jumped, yet he must have done, for he landed with a crash and a thud, twigs and shrubbery splintering all about him.


But no one seemed to hear, which was a bloody good thing, for it took him all of two minutes to suck the wind back into his lungs. His right leg was bent awkwardly but not broken. His face was bleeding; an unmistakable warmth was trickling down his temple. Gingerly, he elbowed himself up, the Essex scenery whirling about his head as if he were a top spinning slowly off balance.


Somehow, he staggered to his feet and fished his boots and coat out of a patch of ivy. One stocking was caught on a sprig of holly, and his trousers had sailed over the garden path to land on the lawn beyond. With rough, impatient movements, Bentley gathered them up and jerked them on. He glanced back up at the window just as a draft caught the white underdrapes, billowing them outward. Good Lord, someone really had opened the door! The close call almost buckled his knees.


Unfortunately, it now occurred to Bentley that having escaped the house, he had no way to get back in. Had he been in his right mind, he would have simply crawled under the boxwoods out back and claimed to have passed out drunk, which, given his proclivities, would have been perfectly plausible. But he was not in his right mind. And so he did something unutterably stupid.


It might have been his hangover. Or his guilt. Or a mild concussion. Or—and he hated to admit this—it might have been just a plain old fear of the inevitable. But whatever it was that drove him, in that moment, it somehow seemed as if his best alternative was to start walking, or limping as it were, in the direction of the stables. And to keep on going until he’d hitched up his horse and got the hell out of Essex.


In all likelihood, no one at Chatham Lodge would notice or care. He often came and went without invitation or announcement. And he’d already told Gus that he had to take his leave directly after breakfast, for in less than three days he was due at Chalcote Court for the christening of his newest niece, a child whom he had inexplicably been asked to godparent. Besides, his note told Freddie very plainly where to find him.


Yes, it explained everything, and sweetly, too. The words had been charming, confident, and laced with just enough honesty to make his offer sound sincere. Not one word of trepidation or doubt could be elicited from his carefully crafted lines. He would await her response, he had said. And he hoped, or so he had claimed, that Freddie would soon make him the happiest man on earth.


And so the soon-to-be happiest man on earth slung his cravat round his neck and hobbled off in search of his horse. But just as he turned the corner, the wind kicked up again, riffling through his hair and flapping at his coattails. Too obsessed with thoughts of marriage, lust, and fear, Bentley just bowed his head and pushed on toward the stables without ever noticing that the breeze had caught something else, something far more important than his coattails. A folded slip of paper came sailing through Freddie’s curtains. Away it drifted, like a butterfly just set free, spinning and fluttering as it made its way high above the gardens, over the lawn, and off into the woodland beyond.


 


The scene at Chatham’s breakfast table was usually one of mildly subdued mayhem, for the household was generally large, busy, and informal. Each morning from eight until half-past, teetering trays laden with steaming bowls were toted up and down the kitchen stairs and plopped directly onto the table, rather than the sideboard. It was safer that way, claimed the ever-practical housekeeper Mrs. Penworthy, what with so many hungry young men rushing haphazardly about.


On this particular day, however, only a half-dozen places had been laid round the big table. Mrs. Winifred Weyden, the household’s doyen, had not yet taken her seat. Instead, she was pacing back and forth along the windows and talking to herself, her head bowed over a letter. “Oh, my!” she said on a spurt of laughter. “How shocking!”


“Chafing dish!” sang Mrs. Penworthy, hurling a covered platter onto the table. “Hot kidneys!”


Winnie was undeterred. “Listen to this!” she said to the three young men gathered round the table. “Lady Bland writes that last week the King’s hounds chased a stag through the middle of Paddington, and then through the canal, and right into the church!”


“Catching up on all the gossip, Mama?” murmured Gus Weyden, watching his cousin, the Earl of Trent, and praying to God the lad did not disgrace himself over the steaming pile of kidneys which Theo had just uncovered.


“And then there’s this!” said their mother, turning Lady Bland’s missive a little toward the light. “This coachbuilder—oh, Theodore, what is that name?” She thrust the letter at her son Theo.


Theo glanced at it. “Shillibeer,” he supplied, forking up kidneys and plopping them onto his plate. “George Shillibeer. Keeps a good livery in Bury Street.”


Winnie smiled dotingly. “Yes, Shillibeer. Anyway, it is all very queer, for Lady Bland says he has inventing this thing…”


Already chewing, Theo thrust out his fingers and snapped them.


Winnie surrendered the letter.


“An omnibus, Mama,” said Theo, glancing at the page as he swallowed. “Got ’em all over Paris. Gus and I rode one once.”


“Did you indeed, my dear?” marveled Winnie. “Well, this one is meant to haul passengers up and down the New Road, twenty at a time for one shilling six!”


“Just a bob if you ride up top,” corrected Theo, tossing a glance at Lord Trent. “I daresay that’s where the bolder fellows ride, eh, Michael? Of course, they jostle and sway like a ship at sea, but you—oh, what?” He had forked up the last kipper as he spoke, and now thrust it, still dripping, at Lord Trent. “Sorry, Michael, did you want this?”


With a faint gagging sound, Lord Trent shut his eyes. At once, Winnie tossed down her letter and rushed to him, barely missing Mrs. Penworthy and a bowl of boiled eggs. “Michael!” She bent over the young man in a crush of pink silk, pressing her hand dramatically to his forehead. “Oh, my dear child, you look dreadful! Have you a fever? Is it your throat? Your lungs? Oh, pray do not take ill just now! You don’t even have an heir!”


“An heir?” choked Michael.


“He’s sick, Mama, not dying,” scoffed Theo.


“Still, Rannoch will think me at fault!” complained Winnie. “He’ll scowl and say that perhaps I’ve not watched all of you properly, but really, I’m quite sure that I have tried to do so.”


It was clear that Winnie’s guilt was speaking, for she was a notoriously lax chaperone and easily distracted from her duty. “Michael is almost of age now, Mama,” Gus reminded her. “And I am sure neither Evie nor Elliot expects you to watch anyone.”


At Winnie’s elbow, Michael drew a ragged breath. “Don’t fuss, Win,” he managed, easing back his chair. “I’m just a tad dyspeptic.”


Theo jabbed a fork in his cousin’s direction. “Best go back up to bed, old chap.”


Michael rose unsteadily, and Winnie sank into her chair. A knowing look passed over her face as her gaze shifted back and forth between her sons. “I see the way of this,” she said crossly, once Michael was out of earshot. “No, no! Do not dare play the innocents with me! Michael is still too young to fall in with your riffraff crowd. And Bentley Rutledge! I shall strangle him, too! Where is that rascal?”


Gus and Theo shrugged just as Frederica’s shadow fell across the table. “Good morning,” she said. The gentlemen stood at once, and Theo pulled out her chair. “If you’re looking for Michael,” she continued, “he just passed me on the stairs.”


“Not Michael,” said Theo dramatically. “Rutledge. Mama has sworn to kill him.”


Frederica gasped. “Oh, no!” she said, half rising from her chair again. “Indeed, Winnie, he did not—I mean, it was all my—”


Winnie cut her off. “My dear, you are very kind to take up for these scamps, but Rutledge is a bad, wicked man. And I know perfectly well that they were all four in their cups last night.”


“Oh.” Frederica fell back into her chair and hid her trembling hands.


Just then, Mrs. Penworthy bustled back up the steps with a coffeepot and tipped it adroitly over Frederica’s shoulder. “Is it Mr. Rutledge you’re wanting, Mrs. Weyden?” she inquired, pouring a steady brown stream. “For ’tis a very queer thing, but Tess says he’s gone off without his valise, and nary a sign his bed’s been slept in!”


Suddenly, Frederica seemed to choke. Amiably, Theo reached out to pound her across the back, making her gasp. “All right there, Freddie?” he asked.


Eyes watering, Frederica pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and lowered her gaze. “Wh-what do you all imagine has become of Mr. Rutledge?”


“It’s a bit of a poser,” mused Gus.


Theo swallowed again. “Well, he certainly came back from the Arms last night. We left him on the terrace when we—”


“The Wrotham Arms?” interjected Winnie shrilly. “That ramshackle roadhouse?”


Gus smiled tightly. “Yes, Mama,” he said. “Anyway, we did go upstairs before him.” He turned to his brother. “Theo, you did not, I hope, lock the door behind you?”


“Someone did!” sang Mrs. Penworthy from the stairwell. “’Twas locked this morning.”


“Freddie!” Alarmed, Gus’s gaze went to her. “Freddie, you were not, by some chance, out late last night?”


Frederica’s bottom lip began to tremble. “Wh-what on earth do you mean to suggest?”


Gus looked at her strangely. “Nothing, Freddie. Nothing at all. It is just that I know how you sometimes like to—to walk of an evening.” From across the table, he tried to wink at her without his mother’s noticing it. “And I thought, or rather hoped, that perhaps you’d left the tower door unlatched. As, er, you sometimes do?”


Winnie waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, Gus, the child went to bed with the headache,” she reminded him. “Right after supper. Do you not remember?”


“Quite so,” said Gus swiftly. “And I hope, Freddie, that you are fully recovered?”


But Theo was not concerned with Frederica’s feigned headache. “So we left a guest locked out last night?” he interjected. “Is that what it comes to?”


“Do not be ridiculous,” said his mother, motioning impatiently for the toast rack. “Bentley Rutledge is not a guest.”


Gus laughed. “But does it not horrify you, Mama, to consider that we may have left him to sleep in the stables?”


It was Theo’s turn to laugh. “Oh, ho! That one never slept in the stables, depend upon it! More likely, he returned to the Wrotham Arms and bedded down with that red-haired wench he’d already paid.”


“Really, Theo!” Now Winnie was horrified. “Recollect, if you will, that there is an innocent at this table!”


Ingenuously, Theo looked about. “Who? Oh. Freddie.”


But Freddie did not look insulted, or even especially innocent. Instead, she looked quite ill. Awkwardly, she jerked from the table. “Your p-pardon,” she said weakly. “I am afraid my headache has returned.” And on those words, she bolted from the room.


Winnie’s face softened with worry, and she began to make maternal clucking sounds. “Oh, dear me, first Michael and now Frederica? Perhaps there really is something going round!”
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