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			The light on the floor slanted gray, another horrible dawn. But that was nothing new.

			Every day of the last two months had been horrible.

			However, today’s dawn was the last that Phoebe Baker would spend here, in her little room at the little, elegant school that had been her home for the past five years.

			She was already awake. Already sitting on the bed, the gray wool cloak about her shoulders, covering up some of the unrelieved black of her gown. Which gown, Phoebe couldn’t tell. Was it the one that used to have the stripes? Or the little flowered cambric? It didn’t matter.

			All the pretty pinks and yellows of her wardrobe were now this awful, inky black. The only one she had refused to dye was her soft blue ball gown. Her father had given it to her in one of his fits of generosity. Meant to be worn at her debut next year in London.

			She would never go to London now. Never dance with young, handsome men. Never be a part of that world.

			Who was she going to be?

			How was she going to be?

			And whom would she share it with, now that her father was gone?

			In some respects, Phoebe had been lucky. Her father had paid her tuition at Mrs. Beveridge’s School through the end of term, so she had been able to stay until now. And their house had been enough to cover his debts, so she was not responsible for any further monies lost.

			Lost by his foolishness. Lost by his trusting nature.

			Lost, she thought as she crumpled the brief note she had found among her father’s belongings on that last visit, because some men did not have the decency to clean up their own messes. They left them for others to deal with.

			But even though she was able to stay at Mrs. ­Beveridge’s, everything had changed. People looked at her differently. Girls she had thought were friends began to shun her, refuse to associate with her, told by their parents and their teachers that she was no longer “one of them.” Like she was poison.

			Also, her lessons had shifted course. Where she had once been one of the girls their painting master always held up as an example of good work, suddenly Miss ­Earhart asked her to step out and assist the younger girls with their reading lessons. Then, during the dancing hour, Miss Earhart had come in and requested that she help correct Latin slates.

			But requested was the wrong word. “Demanded” was more like it. There were no apologetic smiles from Miss Earhart, no kindness within her. She simply commandeered Phoebe as she saw fit.

			Funny. Phoebe had used to like Miss Earhart. Back when she had first arrived at the gawky age of twelve. She had been firm, but good to her.

			But not anymore, apparently.

			It didn’t take her long to realize that skinny, pinched Miss Earhart had been elected by the rest of the instructors to take care of the “problem” of Phoebe. To keep her away, out of sight. The hateful looks she got from the other teachers mirrored those of their ­students, and even the eponymous Mrs. ­Beveridge herself sniffed the air as if something had gone sour whenever Phoebe was near.

			It made her hate Miss Earhart all the more.

			But not nearly as much as she hated him.

			Phoebe looked down at the note in her hand. The words she had pored over the past few weeks were among her few remaining possessions. She had sold most of her personal belongings at the school—­hairpins, shoe buckles, frilly bonnets, her books. All gone to greedy girls for the coins she would need to feed herself, as soon as the houseboys came to throw her out on the street.

			He had done this. The Earl of Ashby. He had let this happen to her father, warning him too late, taking no precautions to protect those less fortunate than himself.

			If she had told anyone of her hatred of a man she’d never met, she would have been informed it was ludicrous, irrational. But then again, she had no one to ­confide in.

			Besides, there was no one else left to shoulder the blame.

			Suddenly, she was overcome with the desire to make him feel as terrible as he was. Overcome with the need to spit in his face, and make him recognize that other people existed in the world. That actions—or lack thereof—had consequences.

			She stood abruptly, marching over to the little desk under the window. It was stocked with paper and fresh ink, as all the rooms were at the school. The supplies might have been placed there for the rich, spoiled girl who would occupy the room next, but at this moment, they still belonged to Phoebe. She lit a candle—the weak light of dawn not enough for what she must do. She sat. Placed pen to page.

			Sir—

			This will be a short letter. I have little time to write and not much to say. Other than . . .

			Phoebe was just signing her name at the bottom when the knock came. It was short, direct. It did not frighten, but it offered no sympathy. Nor did the woman who let herself inside.

			“Miss Baker,” Miss Earhart said calmly, “it is time to go.”

			Phoebe sprinkled the sand on the page, folded it neatly, and wrote the direction—as best she could guess—on the front.

			“Phoebe,” Miss Earhart repeated. “Did you hear me?”

			“Yes, Miss Earhart,” Phoebe replied obediently. “As you said, it is time to go.”

			Phoebe took the candle in hand, let its wax drip onto the paper, making a seal. Finally, she rose from her desk and turned to face the cursed woman.

			Miss Earhart stood in the center of the room, her stillness presenting an outward sense of calm that made Phoebe want to rage and scream. But there was nothing to rage and scream about anymore.

			Behind the teacher stood two houseboys. Gruff and mute, ready to force her out if she put up any resistance.

			“Where are they taking me?” Phoebe asked, nodding to the two menservants.

			“They will drive you as far as the Brighton Road in the cart. There is an inn at the cross-section,” Miss ­Earhart answered evenly.

			Ah yes, the inn. Where parents stayed while visiting their daughters. Phoebe would not be able to afford a single night there with the coins in her pocket, such did the innkeepers gouge their patrons.

			“And where do I go after that?”

			“Wherever you like,” Miss Earhart answered.

			And that was the difficulty. Phoebe had nowhere to go. Her father’s relatives were thousands of miles away in America. She had never met them. She would have to write, tell them of his death. And her mother’s family would sooner spit on her than take her in.

			She must have looked pitiful, because for the first time in the past two acrimonious months, Miss Earhart showed her some pity.

			“If you find you do not know where to go, I have a suggestion.” Miss Earhart reached into the folds of her school-issued plain gray gown. “This is the direction of a family near Portsmouth. They are in dire need of a governess for their three little girls, and asked me for a recommendation. I told them about you.”

			Phoebe’s head whipped up. “A . . . a governess?”

			“You are good with the younger students. I have ­written you a fine reference, and I forced Mrs. ­Beveridge to do the same. They are expecting you. If you want the position, that is.”

			“I . . . I don’t understand.” Phoebe looked down at the note in Miss Earhart’s hand. “What do you mean you forced Mrs. Beveridge . . . ?”

			Miss Earhart just snorted. “If it was up to her, you would have been thrown out two months ago. You’re lucky to have stayed here this long—I taught you what I could in that little time.”

			Phoebe felt the ground spinning. Then suddenly, everything locked into place. She had been pulled out of her beloved painting lessons, out of dance class, not as punishment, not to be kept away from her former friends. Instead, it had been to learn something far more valuable.

			How to teach.

			And Phoebe instantly knew how far she had fallen in the world. She was not a pampered, loved daughter ­destined for a shining future. No. She was destined to be a governess.

			Her eyes fell to the letter in her hand. Her knuckles went white she gripped it so tightly.

			Her life, altered irrevocably. Because of one man’s carelessness.

			“I know this is not easy,” Miss Earhart said, taking a quiet step forward. “You are one of the few young ladies to graduate from this school with the knowledge that life is rarely easy. Or fair.”

			A hysterical sob escaped Phoebe’s lips. She stifled it ruthlessly.

			“Your security . . . your future is up to you now. No one else will look after you. You must be strong. It is the only way through this.”

			“Through this,” Phoebe repeated dully. “Does that mean there is a way out of this darkness?”

			“Of a kind,” Miss Earhart said, hesitant. “It will get easier. With time. And one day you will realize that this new self you have become is not so bad. You may even find some happiness in it.”

			“Happiness?” she replied. “In being alone? In being a governess?”

			“Yes.” Miss Earhart gave a ghost of a smile. “If ­happiness is in one’s nature—as it is in yours.”

			Phoebe could only scoff.

			“Once upon a time, you were one of my happiest students. You took pleasure in little things and found joy where you could.” Miss Earhart laid a tentative hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. “You can let this break you, leaving you bitter and hateful. Or you can try to find some good in the world, and let that comfort you. Life will be hard either way, but I hope you find your happiness again.”

			Phoebe looked at the hand on her shoulder, at the woman before her, who had somehow lost some of her pinched disapproval in the last few minutes. Now she wore her concern plain as day.

			Then Phoebe’s eyes drifted to the letter in her hand. Addressed to an earl. The man who was the reason she was faced with a different letter now. A different ­future.

			“Thank you, Miss Earhart,” she said, taking the letter with the address near Portsmouth. “But I cannot think there is any good left in the world.”

			She turned to one of the houseboys behind Miss ­Earhart and handed him the earl’s letter, with one of her few pennies for his trouble. “Please see that this makes its way into the morning post.”

			Then she picked up her small valise and marched past Miss Earhart.

			She would go to this family in Portsmouth. It was the only option she had. But Phoebe knew that from now on, she would be alone. As Miss Earhart had said, her security and future were up to her now. No one else was looking after her.

			After all, who gave a damn about the governess?

			TO LORD EDWARD GRANVILLE, 

			EARL OF ASHBY

			GROSVENOR SQUARE

			LONDON

			1817

			Sir –

			This will be a short letter. I have little time to write and not much to say. Other than “damn you.” Damn you for what you have done—directly or indirectly, you have caused the greatest possible pain, and it is you who should bear the blame for it.

			My father, God rest his soul, has left this world. Although he quit this world miserably, and I fear God will not let his soul rest. 

			I read the letter you wrote to my father. What I found most telling in it was that, in your warning to stay away from Mr. Sharp, you gave information that implied he had rooked you too. That he had stolen from you, in the guise of investments gone bad, and ­diverting funds from your ­estates. But none of that made the papers. It was discreetly hushed up. Mr. Sharp was never taken away and made to pay for that crime. Doing so would have made you a laughingstock. Instead, he was let loose into the country, where he could use your name and association to take ­advantage of those of us who are not as connected as those in town. Who are not as clever. 

			You protected your precious reputation, and let my ­father pay the price for it.

			I doubt you and I will ever have the chance to meet. My circumstances are changing swiftly now, and I must make my own way in the world. I want nothing from you. I simply wish for you to feel the horror of your carelessness. And I want you to know one simple truth:

			If I ever have the opportunity to cause you pain, know it will happen. I will take the chance as God given and my right as my father’s daughter. But it will not be malicious. 

			It will be justice.

			Miss P. Baker 

			Mrs. Beveridge’s School

			Surrey
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			It begins with a wager. . . .

			LONDON, 1822

			It has been said that one should not hire one’s friends.

			No doubt, those who have said this have a deep ­wisdom about life, a spark of intelligence that recognizes inherent truths—or perhaps, simply the experience that proves the veracity of such a statement.

			The Earl of Ashby had none of these qualities.

			“Determined I was. And luckily, I came of age at the very right moment: I join the army, much to my great-uncle’s dismay—but two days later, Napoleon abdicates and is sent to Elba!”

			What the Earl of Ashby did have was luck. In abundance. He was lucky at cards. He was lucky with the fairer sex. He was even lucky in his title.

			“Of course, at the time, I did not think of it as lucky, ­although my great-uncle certainly did, I being the only heir to Ashby he could find in the British Empire. At the time I would have believed that the old man had marched to the Continent and locked Boney up himself to thwart me.”

			It was nothing but luck that had the old Earl of Ashby’s son and grandson dying in a tragic accident ­involving an overly friendly badger, making the ­nearest living male relative young Edward Granville—or Ned, as he had ­always been called—the heir to one of the ­oldest earldoms in the country. It was just such luck that had the old earl swoop in and take little Ned away from the piddling town of Hollyhock and his mother’s genteel poverty at the age of twelve, and raise him in the ­tradition of the aristocracy.

			“But then that French smudge manages to weasel his way off the island, and this time, true luck! I actually get to go to war! But the real luck was getting placed in the same regiment as Dr. Gray here. And— Oh, Turner, stop standing back in the shadows, this story is about you too!”

			It was luck, and only luck, that found Ned Granville in the right place at the right time to save his friend and ­commanding officer, Captain John Turner, as well as seventeen others of their regiment on the last battlefield.

			“So there we are in the hazy mist of battle on a field in Belgium, of all places—and thank God too, because I was beginning to think war was going to entirely be marching in straight lines and taking Turner’s and Gray’s money at cards—and suddenly, our flank falls behind a rise and takes a hail of fire from a bunch of Frenchies on top of it.

			“So we’re pinned down, waiting for the runner with extra ammunition to arrive, when Turner spots the poor runner shot dead on the field a hundred feet away. And Turner, he jumps up before the rest of us can cover him, and runs out into the field. He grabs the ammunition and is halfway back before a bullet rips through the meat of his leg. There he is, lying on the field, and holding our ammunition. But all I see is my friend bleeding out—so of course, I’m the idiot who runs into the fray after him.”

			His actions that day would earn him commendations from the Crown for his bravery. They would also earn Ned Granville his nickname.

			“It was just luck that none of their bullets hit me. And once I got Turner back behind the line, and the ammunition to our flank so we could hold our position, we beat the enemy back from whence they came. The next morning, Rhys—Dr. Gray here—had patched Turner up enough to have him walking, and he came over, clapped me on the shoulder, and named me Lucky Ned. Been stuck with it—and him!—ever since.”

			It was from that point on that “Lucky Ned”—and everyone else around him—had to simply accept that luck ruled his life.

			And since such luck ruled his life, it could be said that Lucky Ned was, indeed, happy-go-lucky. Why bother with worries, when you had luck? Why heed those warnings about hiring your friends? Bah—so bothersome! It would be far more convenient to have a friend in a position of trust than to worry all the time that the servants would cheat you.

			Yes, it might breed resentment.

			Yes, that resentment might fester.

			But not toward Ned. No, he was too good, too lucky for that.

			Thus, Ned Granville, the Earl of Ashby, hired his best friend, John Turner, formerly a Captain of His ­Majesty’s Army, to the exalted post of his secretary.

			And he was about to regret it.

			They were at a club whose name is not mentioned within earshot of wives and daughters, in their private card room. Well, the earl’s private room. And the earl was engaging in that favorite of his activities: telling the tale of his heroism at Waterloo to a room full of jovial cronies.

			But as the night wore on, said cronies moved off to their own vices, and soon only three men remained at the card table: Mr. John Turner, silent and stiff-backed; Dr. Rhys Gray, contemplative and considerate; and the Earl of Ashby, “Lucky Ned,” living up to his name.

			“Vingt-et-un!” Lucky Ned cried, a gleeful smile breaking over his features, turning over an ace.

			The two other men at the table groaned as they tossed their useless cards across the baize. But then again, the men should be used to such results by now. After all, they had been losing to Ned at cards for years.

			“That’s it,” Rhys said, pushing himself back from the table. “I will not play anymore. It’s foolish to go against someone with that much luck.”

			“It’s not as if I can help it.” Ned shrugged. “I was simply dealt a better hand.”

			“It would be one thing if you shared your luck,” Rhys replied, good-naturedly. “But you have always been the sole man left at the table, even when we were playing for scraps of dried beef in camp.”

			“I take exception to that,” Ned replied indignantly. “I do so share my luck. If I recall correctly, Turner here ­pocketed a number of those beef scraps.”

			“And little else since,” John Turner said enigmatically.

			Annoyed, the Earl of Ashby gritted his teeth slightly. But perhaps that was simply in response to his latest hand of cards, which the good doctor was dealing out.

			“Besides”—Ned instead turned to Rhys—“you were so busy tending to the wounded that you likely saw little of those games. Even tonight you refuse to play for barely more than dried beef.”

			“As a man of science, I see little point in games of chance. I have long observed their progress and the only consistent conclusion I come to is that I lose money,” Rhys replied with good humor.

			“Little point?” Ned cried on a laugh. “The point is that it’s exciting. You go through life with your observations and your little laboratory in Greenwich and never play for deep stakes. What’s the point of that?” He looked over to the stern-mouthed Turner across from him. “What say you, Turner?”

			John Turner looked up from his hand. He seemed to consider the statement for a moment, then . . .

			“Yes. Sometimes life is made better by a high-stakes gamble. But you have to choose your moment.”

			“There, Turner agrees with me. A rarity these days, I assure you,” Ned replied, settling back into his hand. “Honestly, you are such a stick in the mud of late, Turner, I even thought you might stay home tonight poring over your precious papers—the one night Rhys is in London!”

			“If you had chosen to go to any other club, I would have had to,” Turner replied, his voice a soft rebuke. “You know the realities as well as I. And I am afraid being a stick in the mud goes with the territory of being a secretary, instead of—”

			The silence that fell on the room was broken only by the flipping over of cards, until Rhys, his eyes on his hand, asked in his distracted way, “Instead of what, Turner?”

			A dark look passed between the earl and his employee.

			“Instead of a man of my own,” Turner finished.

			The earl visibly rolled his eyes.

			“Whatever do you mean?” Rhys inquired. As a doctor, he was permanently curious, yet amazingly oblivious to the tension that was mounting in the dark and smoky room.

			“He means his mill,” the earl answered for him, taking a loose and familiar tone that might seem odd from a man of the earl’s standing, but that was simply how it was with Ashby. With these two men, the wall had come down long ago.

			Or so he had assumed.

			“He’s been whining about it for three weeks now. And if you, Turner, had been a mill owner and not my secretary, you would not have been admitted even here . . . so . . .”

			“What about the mill?” Rhys asked, looking to Turner.

			“My family’s mill has suffered another setback,” Turner sighed, but held his posture straight.

			“But I thought you had rebuilt after the fire?” Rhys questioned, his blond brow coming down in a scowl.

			“I had, but that was just the building, not the equipment. I sank every penny into purchasing new works from America, but last month the ship was lost at sea.”

			“Oh, Turner, I am so sorry,” Rhys began. “Surely you can borrow . . .”

			But Turner shook his head. “The banks do not see a mill that has not functioned in five years as a worthwhile investment.”

			It went unasked about the other possible source of lending; the source that was present in that very room. But a quick look between Turner and the good doctor told Rhys that that avenue was a dead end as well.

			“Turner maintains that if he had the ability to save his family mill, he would be far less of a stick in the mud, and more pleasant to be around. But I have to counter that it simply wouldn’t be true,” Ned intoned as he flipped over an ace.

			“You don’t think that working to make my family business a success again, making my own name, would make me more of a pleasure to be around?” Turner asked, his dark eyes narrowing.

			“Of course not!” Ned said with an easy smile. “If only for the simple fact that you would be working all the time! That makes no man pleasant.”

			“I work all the time now,” Turner replied. “Trust me, running your five estates does not leave me many afternoons free.”

			“Yes, everything is always so important,” Ned said dramatically. “All those fields that need dredging require constant updates and letters and all that other nonsense.”

			Turner’s mouth formed a hard line. “Far be it from me to bore you with business matters. After all, I was not a man of learning when I took the position. I spent the first three years untangling the old finances and teaching myself the job.”

			At the mention of “old finances,” Ned visibly tensed.

			“Well . . .” Ned tried, judiciously dropping that line of argument. “At least here you are in London. There is more to do and see here, more to stimulate the mind on one block in London than there can be in all of ­Lincolnshire.”

			“More for you, perhaps.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“What it means is that the world is different for an earl than it is for his secretary.”

			“Fellows,” Rhys tried, finally reacting to the rising voices of his friends. “Perhaps we should just play cards? I would be willing to wager a whole farthing on this hand.”

			But they ignored him.

			“Don’t be so boring, Turner. Nothing worse than being boring,” Ned said sternly. Then, with relish, “What you need more than anything else is a woman underneath you. Take your stick out of the mud and put it to better use for a few hours. That’ll change your outlook.”

			“You might be surprised to learn that most women don’t throw themselves at a secretary with the same frequency they do at an earl.”

			“Then buy one.” Ned showed his (very good) cards to the table, exasperated. “There are more than a few in this house who would be willing to oblige. Mme Dela­croix keeps her girls clean. Hell, I’ll even pay.”

			“Thank you, no.” Turner smiled ruefully. He tossed his cards into the center of the table as Ned raked up his chips. Lucky Ned had won again. “I prefer my companionship earned, not purchased.”

			“Which is never going to happen as long as you keep that dour face!” Ned took the cards on the table, gathered them up, and began to shuffle. “And by the by, I resent the implication that I am nothing more than my title.”

			“Now, Ashby, he didn’t say that,” Rhys began, but Turner strangely kept silent.

			“Yes he did. He said that life is different for an earl than it is for a secretary. And while that is true, it implies that any good thing, any bit of luck I may have had in my life, is incumbent upon the fact that I inherited an earldom. And any lack of happiness Turner suffers from is incumbent upon his recent bad luck. Whereas the reverse is true. He is serious and unsmiling, thus he has bad luck. With his mill, with women, with life. I am in general of a good nature and I have good luck. It has very little to do with my title. It has to do with who I am. Lucky Ned.” A beat passed. “And if I have been too generous with you, Mr. Turner, allow me to correct that mistake.”

			The hand that Ned slammed down on the table echoed throughout the room. Eerily quiet, shamed by the highest-ranking man there, the walls echoed with the rebuke. The earl was, after all, an earl. And Turner was dancing far too close to the line.

			“I apologize if my words gave the impression that you owe your happier philosophy to your title and not to your nature,” Turner said quietly.

			“Good.” Ned harrumphed, turning his attention back to the deal. A knave and a six for himself. An ace for Turner, and a card facedown, which . . .

			Turner gave his own set of cards his attention then, and flipped over the king of hearts, earning him a natural. But instead of crying “Vingt-et-un!” like his employer, he simply said quietly, “But the title certainly helps.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake!” Ned cried, throwing his cards across the baize.

			All eyes in the room fell on the earl.

			“Turner. I am not an idiot. I know that there are people in the world who only value me because of my title, and who try to get close to me because of it. That is why I value your friendship—both of you. And why I value the work you do for me, Turner. It’s all too important to have someone I can trust in your role. But I thoroughly reject the notion that all of my life is shaped by the title. I didn’t always have it, you know. Do you think Lady Brimley would have anything to do with me if I was nothing more than a stuffed-shirt jackanape?”

			At the mention of the earl’s latest entanglement—a married society woman more bored even than Ned, and most willing to find a way to occupy them both—Turner and Rhys cocked up similar eyebrows.

			“So you are saying your prowess with women is not dependent on your title either?” Turner ventured calmly.

			“Of course it’s not!” Ned replied. “In my not insignificant experience—”

			At this point, the good doctor must have taken a drink in an ill manner, because he suddenly gave in to a violent cough.

			“As I was saying . . .” Ned continued, once Rhys apologized for the interruption. “In my not insignificant ­experience, when it comes to women, who you are is far more important that what you have.”

			He took in the blank stares of his friends.

			“Go ahead, call me romantic.” Ned could not hide the sardonic tone in his voice. “But if a woman found me dull, boring, or, God forbid, dour like you, I would not last five minutes with them, be I a prince or a . . . a pauper!”

			“Well, there is certainly something about your humble charm that must woo them,” Rhys tried kindly, his smile forcing an equal one out of Ned.

			But Turner was quiet. Considering.

			“I promise you, Turner, it is your bad attitude that hinders you—be it with women or bankers. It is my good attitude that brings me good luck. Not the other way around.”

			“So you are saying you could do it?” Turner asked, his stillness and calm eerie.

			“Do what?”

			“Get a woman to fall for you, without a title. If ­instead you were, say, a man of my station.”

			Ned leaned back smugly, lacing his hands over his flat stomach. “I could do it even if I was you. It would be as easy as winning your money at cards. And it would take less time too.”

			It happened quickly, but it was unmistakable. Turner flashed a smile. His first smile all evening.

			“How long do you think it would take?” he asked, his eyes sparks in the dark room.

			Ned leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin in thought. “Usually the ladies start mooning after me within a few days. But since I would be without my title, it could take a week, I suppose, on the outside.”

			Turner remained perfectly still as he spoke. “I’ll give you two.”

			Rhys’s and Ned’s heads came up in unison, their surprised looks just as evenly matched. But Rhys caught the knowing look in Turner’s eyes, and made one last effort at diplomacy between his two sparring friends.

			“Turner—Ned . . .” Rhys tried again, likely hoping the jovial use of Ned’s Christian name would snap him out of it, “I am in London so rarely and only for a night this trip. Can we not just play?”

			“Oh, but we are playing,” Turner replied. “Can’t you see? His lordship is challenging me to a wager.”

			“He is?”

			“I am?” Ned asked. “Er, yes. Yes, I am.”

			“You have just said that you can get a lady to fall for you within a week, even if you are a man of my station. Hell, even if you are me, you said.”

			“So . . .”

			“So, we trade places. You become me. Woo a lady and win her. And I offer you the benefit of two weeks—which should be more than enough by your estimation.”

			“But . . . what . . . how—” Ned sputtered, before ­finally finding his bearings again.

			And then . . . he laughed.

			But he was alone in that outburst. Not even Rhys joined in.

			“That’s preposterous,” Ned finally said. “Not to mention undoable.”

			“Why not?”

			“Well, other than the fact that I am the earl, and ­everyone knows it.”

			“Everyone in London knows it. No one in Leicestershire does.”

			“Leicestershire?” Rhys piped up. “What on earth does Leicestershire have to do with this?”

			“We go there tomorrow. To see about Ashby’s ­mother’s old house in Hollyhock.”

			“Hollyhock?!” Ned practically jumped out of his chair. It was safe to say any hand of cards had well been forgotten at this point, as the wager currently on the table was of far greater interest. “Why the hell would I want to go to Hollyhock?”

			“Because the town has a business proposal for the property, and the land and building must be evaluated before you decide what to do with it,” Turner replied sternly. “I cannot and will not sign for you. That was a rule very strictly laid down by yourself, and with good cause, if you recall.”

			The trio of heads nodded sagely. The Earl of Ashby did have good reason to be cautious with his larger dealings, and to have someone he trusted in the role of his secretary. And the sale of his mother’s house in ­Hollyhock did qualify as a “larger dealing.”

			“By why on earth should I go to Hollyhock now? At the height of the season? For heaven’s sake, Lady ­Brimley’s ball is next week, I would be persona non grata to her . . . charms, if I should miss it.”

			“I scheduled the trip for now because of Lady ­Brimley’s party,” Turner offered. Then, pointedly, “At which she has engaged Mrs. Wellburton to sing.”

			At the mention of the earl’s previous paramour—an actress with a better figure than voice, but an absolutely astonishing imagination—Ned visibly shifted in his seat.

			“Yes, well . . . perhaps you are right. Perhaps now is the best time to be out of London. If you catch my meaning.”

			“We catch your meaning, Ashby,” Rhys replied. “As easily as you are going to catch syphilis.”

			Ned let that statement pass without comment. “Well, what’s the proposal about?” Ned asked, before waving the question away. “No, I remember now. Something to do with a hot spring. But, God, Hollyhock. Just the name conjures up images of unruly brambled walks and an overabundance of cows. I cannot imagine a more boring way to spend a fortnight. I haven’t even been there since I was twelve.”

			“So there is no reason to expect that anyone would recognize you,” Turner replied.

			“Well, of course they will recognize me,” Ned countered. “I’m me.”

			“The physical difference between a boy of twelve and a man full grown is roughly the same as for the boy of twelve and the newborn,” Rhys interjected, earning him no small look of rebuke from Ned.

			“Even if that is so, I look like me, and you look like you,” Ned tried, flabbergasted.

			“And who is to say we do not look like each other?” Turner shrugged. “We are of a height, and both have brown hair and brown eyes. That is all the people of Hollyhock will remember of a boy long since grown into adulthood. And besides”—Turner leaned in with a smile—“I doubt you would find the trip to Hollyhock boring if I’m you and you are me.”

			“There is the small issue of your speech,” Ned said suddenly. “Your accent is slightly more . . . northern than mine.” Which was true; when Ned had been taken from Leicestershire and raised by his great-uncle, any hint of poverty in his accent was smoothed out. Turner, having been born in the rural county of Lincolnshire and raised in trade, had an accent that reflected his lower-class upbringing.

			But it appeared he had learned a thing or two in the interim. When he next opened his mouth, Turner spoke with the melodic, cultured tones of a London gentleman.

			“I doubt it will be a problem,” Turner said—his ­accent a perfect mimic of Ned’s!—with a smile. “But if someone manages to discern our ruse by my speech, I will forfeit, and you will win.”

			“Gentlemen,” Rhys broke in. “This is a remarkably bad idea. I cannot imagine what you could possibly hope to learn from the experiment.”

			“I shall enlighten you,” Turner replied. “If the earl is correct, he will have taught me a valuable lesson about life. If he can, simply through his natural good humor, win the heart of a young lady, then there is obviously no reason for me to take the hardness of life so seriously. But if he is wrong . . .”

			“I am not wrong,” Ned piped up instantly, his eyes going hard, staring at Turner. “But nor am I going to take part in this farce. Why, you want to switch places!”

			Rhys exhaled in relief. But Turner still held Ned’s gaze. Stared. A dare.

			A wager.

			“But . . . it could be interesting,” Ned mused.

			“Oh, no,” Rhys said into his hands.

			“If we could actually pull it off? Why, it could be a lark! A story to tell for years!”

			“You do enjoy telling a good story,” Turner said with a placid smile.

			“And I get to teach you a lesson at the same time. All the better.” Then Ned grinned wolfishly. “What are your terms?”

			Turner, even if his heart was pounding exceptionally fast, managed to contain any outside appearance of it. “If you are not so fortunate as to win the heart of a female . . .” He took a breath. “Five thousand pounds.”

			Rhys began coughing again.

			“You want me to give you five thousand pounds?” Ned said on a laugh. “Audacious of you.”

			“You are the one that said life is nothing without the occasional high stakes.”

			“And you are the one who said one must choose his game carefully. Which it seems you have. Still, such a sum—”

			“Is not outside of your abilities.” His smile grew cold. “I should know.”

			“And what if I am right?” Ned leaned forward in his chair, letting his cool voice grow menacing. “What if I win?”

			Turner pricked up his eyebrow. “What do you want?”

			Ned pretended to think about it for a moment. “The only thing you have. The only thing you care about.” Ned watched as Turner’s resolve faltered, ever so slightly. “I’ll take that family mill off your hands. Free you to a life of better living and less worry.” He mused, rubbing the two-days’ beard on his chin again. “As it’s not functioning, I suppose it’s worth a bit less than five thousand, but I’m willing to call that even.”

			Turner remained still. So still. A stillness he’d learned in battle, perhaps. Then he thrust his hand across the table.

			“I accept.”

			“No! No, this is madness,” Rhys declared as he stood. “I will not be a party to it.”

			“I am afraid you have to be,” Turner drawled. “You are not only our witness, but you will have to serve as our judge.”

			“Judge?” Rhys cried, retaking his seat as he hung his head in his hands.

			“Yes—you can be the only person impartial enough to do it.” He turned to Ned. “Is that agreeable to you, my lord?”

			“Yes. That will suit me,” he answered back sharply, stung by Turner’s tone.

			“So we are agreed, then? It is a wager?” Turner asked, his hand still in the air, waiting to be shook.

			“It is.” Ned took the hand and pumped it once, firmly. “Good luck,” he wished his old friend. “Out of the two of us, you are the one that will need it.”
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			The rules are laid out.

			I’ve decided this is not only going to be easy—it’s going to be fun.”

			Ned and Turner had been riding for the better part of the morning, side by side. Silent. They had left the day before from London with Rhys, making their way to Smithfield and the Great North Road before the sun had breached the sky. They had taken the wearying part of the trip on the first day, riding hard all the way to Peterborough on horseback, a carriage with luggage and Ned’s valet, Danson, following behind.

			But for this second leg of the journey, it was just the two of them.

			After the deal had been struck, the wager made, it still had not been easy to convince Rhys to play his part in it.

			“First of all, this is a horrific idea and you both will come to regret it,” Rhys had argued, crossing his arms petulantly. “Secondly, I do not have the time to come all the way to Leicestershire with the two of you—I have work to do. I’m only passing through London on my way to Peterborough—a chemist resides there who has some amazing experiments that we may adapt in our own laboratory—”

			“Peterborough!” Turner interrupted. “Perfect. It’s only a few hours from Hollyhock. You can go work with your chemist, and then come to us after a fortnight.”

			“Yes,” Ned agreed. “A much better plan, especially if we get to avoid listening to your predictions of doom the entire time. Merely come in at the end, and act as judge.”

			Rhys had swung his gaze between the two of them, judging, analyzing.

			But it had been Turner’s seriousness that had forced Rhys’s hand.

			“Are you willing to risk destroying a friendship,” Rhys asked Turner, “that has survived the better part of a decade?”

			“What are you talking about?” Ned threw his head back in laughter. “It’s meant to be a lark! A bit of fun!”

			“No one wagers their entire lives on a lark, Ashby,” Rhys intoned darkly. All Ned could do was throw up his hands at his friend’s pragmatic approach to the game.

			“Do you see another way?” Turner asked quietly, his eyes intent on Rhys.

			Something unspoken passed between the two men, something that made Ned feel left out of the joke. ­Although neither was laughing.

			Then Rhys threw up his hands. “Fine, I will be your judge.”

			Thus it was that Rhys set about penning a letter to the chemist in Peterborough, which through a number of very fast riders, gave the man a few hours’ notice of the auspicious arrival of the Earl of Ashby and his party.

			That night, they had readied themselves to switch lives. It turned out the most important thing was limiting the number of people who knew the truth. It was decided that Danson, Ned’s valet, was the only servant who could come with them. In fact, if they traveled with any fewer, Danson had been quick to point out, it would be unlikely that either of them would be recognized as the Earl of Ashby.

			“Fellows, you’ll be staying with Dr. Gray here.” Ned had addressed his carriage driver and his liveried groom—whom it would pain Abandon, his stallion, to be without. “Danson will hire a carriage in Peterborough to take him to Hollyhock tomorrow. It’s not that we don’t trust you, but . . . we don’t trust you.”

			Oddly, both the driver and the groom seemed at peace with this decision.

			It had been the last night that Ned would be himself for two solid weeks. For when he woke in the morning, he and Turner traded clothes, traded horses, and traded lives.

			They had a leisurely breakfast, delaying the inevitable, then waved good-bye to Rhys and their chemist host—a kind, learned man whose hearing had been compromised by his gleeful enjoyment in making things explode in his laboratory.

			And now, the sun was high in the sky, they were only a few miles from their destination, and they had not spoken one word to each other since mounting their horses.

			Until now.

			“I said, I think it will be fun,” Ned repeated. “Being you.”

			“What will be so fun about it?” Turner replied, his tone neutral.

			“Simply that I won’t have to worry about anything. Not about my clothes, or about paying proper attention to my hostess, all those little annoyances that make up an earldom.”

			Turner made a noncommittal noise.

			“Thus,” Ned continued, “I will get to spend all my time wooing any young woman I please.”

			Turner pulled up on his reins, slowing his—actually Ned’s—beautiful black stallion. The horse ­whinnied in displeasure. Apparently, Turner had not learned the ­nuances of riding a Thoroughbred like Abandon, who responded to the lightest touch. Unlike the mare Turner usually rode, which was as stubborn as a mule.

			“Perhaps we need to establish some rules,” Turner murmured. “About the wager.”

			“Oh?” Ned said. “What kind of rules?”

			“Basic things. Such as, if either of us reveals our true selves, that man loses.”

			“That makes complete sense.” Ned nodded. “However, since this is a wager where I bear the brunt of the work,” he said reasonably, “I think it should be established that you are expressly forbidden from interfering.”

			“How could I possibly interfere?” Turner replied, trying his best to keep Abandon from dancing as he came to a stop.

			“You could spread lies to any lady who shows interest in me, you could—oh, here, let me.” Ned reached over and took Abandon’s reins, loosening Turner’s grip. “Don’t choke up so high on the reins. He will think there is something to fear.”

			Turner moved his hands farther down the reins, letting them go a bit more slack. Abandon calmed down immediately.

			“Thank you,” Turner grumbled. He took a moment to resettle himself on Abandon’s back. “I agree to your rule. This is a gentlemen’s wager, and I will act as a ­gentleman throughout.”

			“In fact, I don’t think you should be permitted to say anything bad about me,” Ned decided. “Not even a minor slight. You can only sing my praises.”

			“Since you will be wearing my name, if I slight you, I will be slighting myself,” Turner reasoned, but at a look from Ned, he held up his hand. “All right. I shall only sing your praises. But—I have a condition as well.”

			“Of course.”

			“The object of your affection has to be a lady of good breeding. Someone gently raised. No chambermaids, no cooks.”

			Ned’s brow came down. How did he guess . . . ? But Turner just smirked.

			“The premise of this wager is that you, as me, could make a lady fall in love with you. Thus, it would have to be someone I would court. And while I may be your secretary, I am still a man of property—”

			“For a few more weeks at least.”

			Turner shot him a glare. “—and was an officer in the army.” Although he had not purchased his commission. So many officers had died during the wars and left vacancies, available to anyone wanting to take them. Turner had gotten a non-purchase vacancy as a lieutenant, and was promoted to captain on merit in the field.

			“And these qualifications make you as snobbish as the highest lord,” Ned replied dryly. Having to limit himself to only ladies would be slightly more difficult, but . . . “Fine, I agree to your stipulation. Besides, I have found that, regardless of social standing, the fairer sex does not differ much when it comes to matters of the heart. If you confess your love, chances are they will confess it back.”

			“Oh, and that’s another stipulation,” Turner added, nudging Abandon forward, making their way up the road again. “You cannot declare your feelings. Her declaration must be spontaneous.”

			“What?” Ned cried, kicking his stubborn steed into moving, catching up to Turner. “That is ridiculous!”

			And it thoroughly destroyed Ned’s plan. He would meet a girl (although chambermaids and cooks were now out of the question, it seemed), woo her for a se’nnight, then he would declare his love. Then he would have a whole week for her to declare it back, to wear her down. And if, on the off chance he received a firm “no,” he would use that extra week to secure his interest with someone else.

			“Why is that ridiculous?” Turner countered. “You mean to prove that your good humor wins the day—not your ardent declarations.”

			“I don’t think you understand how this works. No young lady—not of good breeding, anyway, which is your stipulation—will make a declaration of love without first hearing one from her object.” Ned shook his head. “It simply isn’t done.”

			Turner seemed to consider it for a moment. “Well, then, perhaps we revise what constitutes a declaration of love.”

			Ned smiled. Finally, a rule that would work in his favor.

			“All right. What constitutes a declaration?”

			“Well, obviously, if you can get the girl to express her feelings, either written or publicly, then that will carry the day.”

			“But if she doesn’t? If she is too well bred for that?”

			“Then . . .” He thought for a moment. “If you can collect three things from a lady, it will serve as proof enough.”

			“And what are these three things?” Ned asked suspiciously.

			He ticked them off on his fingers. “A dance, in public.”

			“Easy enough.” Ned conceded.

			“Second, a token of affection. A glove, a pressed flower, or some such nonsense. Freely given, not taken without her knowledge.”

			“Turner, if these are your qualifications, I will not only have one lady in love with me within a fortnight, I will have them all,” Ned scoffed.

			“And third: an . . . intimate knowledge of the lady.”

			Ned pulled up short. “An intimate knowledge?”

			“Yes—the location of a mole on a concealed part of her body, a personal secret from her youth—­something to that effect. All women have these little things.” Turner grinned like a cat of prey again—his tiger smile. “How you find out the information is up to you.”

			“Now hold on,” Ned said sternly. “You are requiring that I seduce someone. That could have longer-reaching consequences than a fortnight.”

			Turner shrugged. “Only if you cannot get her to ­declare her love openly. There is still that option. ­Besides, seduction is not a requirement—only a possible method of obtaining what you require.”

			A possible method? Hell, it was the only method Ned could think of. Suddenly, he felt as if he had no grounding anymore. He swayed in his seat, grasping hard to keep upright.

			“Have you grown uneasy?”

			“Not at all,” Ned shot back immediately. “I simply prefer to avoid doing things that cannot be undone. But if that’s what it takes . . .”

			But his bravado masked a strange sensation in his gut. Could it be a . . . a qualm? A hint of guilt?

			“If you feel unequal to the task . . . you could always forfeit,” Turner said, his voice gruff.

			“Before the game’s even begun?” Ned’s head shot up. “No, of course not.”

			So this was Turner’s tactic, was it? Make more and more ridiculous qualifications in the hopes he would call the whole thing off. Well, he didn’t take into account Ned’s luck.

			His eyes fell to the signet ring he wore on his right hand. The Earl of Ashby’s crest. And he could hear his great-uncle’s voice echoing in his head, as if he were still twelve years old: “You’re lucky to be here, don’t you ­­realize? If you were out there, people would want something from you. And without my protection, you might be foolish enough to give it to them.”

			His eyes narrowed. Yes, Turner, his old friend, wanted something from him. He wanted to be right, and he wanted Ned to be wrong.

			Well, as long as he was the Earl of Ashby, he would not be taken advantage of. He would not be cowed by something as mundane as guilt. He would prove Turner the fool, show him the truth of his good nature, his luck . . .

			And he was right. This was going to be fun.

			“What has you grinning so?” Turner asked suspiciously.

			Ned looked up, surprised to find himself smirking. “Oh, nothing,” he said, unable to quell his newfound righteous conviction. “Here, take this—to finalize the transformation.” He held out his signet ring. Turner took it, shoving it onto his finger, none too gently.

			“Fingers too fat for it?” Ned teased.

			“I would argue that your hands are too slim and feminine,” Turner threw back, a wry smirk breaking over his features.

			It was a small moment of manly jesting, of camaraderie. It had been a long time since he and Turner had thrown easy, happy barbs at each other. Not since . . .

			But then Turner straightened and put his heels into Abandon—lightly, Ned noticed—spurring him into a trot down a side path off the main road.

			“You’re going the wrong way,” Ned said, once he caught up to Turner. “Hollyhock is two miles farther down the road.”

			“We are not staying in Hollyhock. We are staying at Puffington Arms, the home of Sir Nathan and Lady Widcoate.”

			Ned’s eyebrow went up. “Why on earth would we stay there?”

			Turner sighed. “Because when I informed the town of our trip, they would not hear of an earl—especially an earl who hails from Hollyhock—staying at an inn. Since your mother’s old cottage is uninhabitable, the Widcoates were applied to. I am told theirs is the ­largest house in the area.”

			“Which does not mean it is in any way large.” Ned narrowed his eyes, searching his memory. “I remember the Widcoates. Barely. Sir Nathan had just married when I left, his wife and her younger sister coming to settle in.”

			Lady Widcoate had been a meddling woman. Always pretending solicitude, but really being smug and superior to his mother. And he was about to spend two tiresome weeks with her.

			But still, there was the chance of a silver lining. “Perhaps they have a daughter or two,” Ned mused. “Just of age to be wooed.”

			Turner’s eyes grew hard. “I doubt the Widcoates will do little more than act as introduction to the neighborhood.”

			“Oh, I think I will do very well acting as my own introduction.” Ned smiled, his eyes having fallen on something that sparked his interest.

			The road they had turned onto was lined by a long, low wooden fence, protecting a wide field with the odd cow from their path. And there, along the fence, was a woman—a plain wool scarf wrapped around her practical gray dress. Still, such bulk could not hide her thinness. Her flaxen hair was pulled back tight, and in front of her ran two children, a boy and a girl, using sticks as swords.

			There was no mistaking this kind of woman. She was, by her very air, her very posture, every inch a ­governess.

			Not exactly a lady. But she was female, and therefore good practice.

			“Well, Turner. Or should I say, my lord,” Ned challenged. “Time to take up our roles.”

			Ned cantered up to the fence where the children had come to a stop, having seen the approaching horses.

			“Hello,” Ned called out, jovially. He lifted his hand to his hat in acknowledgment of the lady. “Madam. What a lovely day.”

			But then something strange happened. Usually, when anyone saw him, even strangers, they smiled back, with happy replies. But the lady was silent. And these children . . .

			“That’s the most beautiful horse I’ve ever seen!” One, the girl, all flushed of face and bouncing curls, ducked under the fence and ran up to Turner, admiring his mount. “Can I touch him?”

			“She really wants to ride him,” the boy said seriously, joining the other at Turner’s side.

			“Children!” the governess admonished. “Get away from the horse, please. We do not yet know his disposition.”

			“His disposition is well behaved,” Turner offered, without a trace of his usual northern accent.

			“Perhaps I was speaking of the rider,” she said tartly, causing Ned to smile and Turner’s brow to come down in confusion. “However,” she continued, “I cannot know if your mount is well behaved with small children. Rose, Henry . . . move back. Now.”

			“You should obey your governess,” Ned added, ­giving a wink to the woman in question.

			But oddly, she did not blush. She did not even crack a smile. Instead, she turned her squinting, unblinking gaze to Turner. As if expecting . . .

			Oh, yes! Introductions!

			“Ah, my name is Mr. John Turner,” Ned offered. It felt odd on his tongue. “And this is—”

			“Lord Granville, Earl of Ashby,” Turner offered with a slight bow—the best he could manage on horseback. “We are on our way to Puffington Arms. Are we  headed in the right direction?”

			Then something happened. Ned only caught it because he was watching her so closely, hoping for something, anything that would denote the smallest interest.

			But instead of such hopeful signs, she ignored him. Instead, when Turner spoke to the girl, she stiffened.

			It was slight, almost imperceptible. But Ned saw it, clear as day. Odd. The pale, squinty governess was alarmed by Turner . . . and completely dismissive of Ned.

			If Turner noticed, he said nothing. And she squelched whatever emotion had flitted across her face, and answered calmly.

			“You are on the correct path. Puffington Arms is about a mile down the road, around the bend. You should see it shortly.”

			“We live there!” the little girl called out, excited.

			“Do you now?” Ned exclaimed. But again, he was promptly, unbelievably ignored.

			“I’m Rose. That’s Henry. My lord, if you come home with us, can we ride your horse?”

			“Oh—can I draw the horse?” the other, Henry, begged. But the hard-nosed governess kept a tight hold on the two of them.

			“You should go, my lord,” she said, addressing Turner, but keeping her gaze resolutely low. “Everyone is waiting for you.”

			And just like that, they were dismissed. The ­governess had dismissed them. There was nothing else to do but tip their hats and ride on.

			“That was quite an introduction.” Turner flashed a grin. “She could not have ignored you more completely. Feel a little bit like your luck might be running out?”

			“She did not seem terribly impressed by you either,” Ned countered. Something about how she shifted so quickly from smart to stiff bothered him.

			“At least she looked at me. She didn’t even spare you a glance.” He shrugged. “She is a governess. She has likely never encountered someone with such an ­elevated title before.”

			“Hang it,” Ned said, shaking off any deep thoughts that might intrude. “Who cares about the opinion of one common, miserable governess? We will find scores more young ladies, far more happy to be pleased.”

			As they rounded the bend and Puffington Arms came into view, Turner flashed that tiger’s smile again.

			“Do you know, I think you are right, Mr. Turner. I think this is going to be fun.”
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			New players enter the game.

			Is he here? He’s here, isn’t he? That’s him, rounding the bend? Why are there two of them?”

			Leticia kept her tongue firmly in her cheek and her eyes coolly on the two gentlemen on horseback who had appeared in the distance.

			“Calm yourself, Fanny,” Leticia singsonged, never moving from her particular vantage at the window. It was the perfect spot—she was afforded the best view of the lane, but was seated at a long comfortable bench. Why, with a book in hand, one would think that she had spent the morning reading.

			Not that Leticia would ever be caught dead spending the morning reading.

			But while Leticia cultivated an air of serenity, ­Fanny’s pacing behind her was doing a cracking job on her nerves.

			“Do we have everything ready?” Leticia could practically hear Fanny wringing her hands. “You there!” She called out to the poor girl who happened to be clearing the tea tray at that moment. “Oh, Nanny—whatever are you doing here? Where are your charges?”

			Nanny, a stout girl with a good temperament for children, bobbed a curtsy. “My lady—the children are having their walk before tea with Miss Baker. And the other girls are busy readying the rooms for the earl, so I told Cook I would help.”

			“Oh. Well . . .” Fanny seemed momentarily flummoxed, as she often was when things did not go exactly to plan. “Take that tray away! The earl can’t think that we eat muffins and cakes all day! And tell the other girls they are beyond lazy.”

			Fanny then came over and nervously twitched the drapery over Leticia’s head, causing a bit of dust to come flying free.

			“Dust! Heavens! He’ll think us slovenly. Nanny, put that tea tray down and come clean this immediately.”

			Poor Nanny, Leticia couldn’t help but think, shortly followed by Poor me! as Fanny forced Nanny into actively beating out the curtain. Directly over Leticia’s head.

			“Fanny—ahCHOO!—that is enough!” Leticia said in her sternest voice. Then, kinder to the girl, “Clear the tea tray, then have one of the regular girls sent up to clean this room—it won’t be in use until just before dinner anyway. Just make certain it sparkles before then.”
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