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To my lovely mother, who’s as fierce as Lady Pensworth when protecting those she loves. I love you, Mom!



Prologue

London

1823

Seventeen-year-old Brilliana Payne shoved the note from Niall Lindsey, Lord Margrave’s heir, into her pocket. Then she slipped into her mother’s bedchamber. “Mama,” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

Her mother jerked her head up from amid the satin covers and feather pillows like a startled deer. Brilliana winced to see her mother’s lips drawn with pain and her eyes dulled by laudanum, even in midafternoon.

“What do you need, love?” Mama asked in her usual gentle voice.

Oh, how she loathed deceiving Mama. But until her suitor spoke to his parents about their marrying, she had to keep the association secret.

“I’m going for my walk in Green Park.” Where Niall, my love, will join me. “Do you need anything?”

Despite her pain, Mama smiled. “Not now, my dear. You go enjoy yourself. And tell Gilly to make sure you don’t stray near the woods.”

“Of course.”

What a lie. The woods were where she would meet Niall, where Gilly would keep watch to make sure no one saw them together. Thank heaven her maid was utterly loyal to her.

Brilliana started to leave, then paused. “Um. Papa said he won’t be home until evening.” Which meant he wouldn’t be home until he’d lost all his money at whatever game he was playing tonight. “Are you sure you don’t need me?”

She dearly hoped not. Niall’s note had struck her with dread, partly because he rarely wrote to her. Usually he just met her at Green Park for her daily stroll when he could get away from friends or family. Something must be wrong.

Still, it shouldn’t take more than an hour to find out what. And perhaps let him steal a kiss or two.

She blushed. Niall was very good at that.

Then again, he ought to be. He was rumored to be quite a rogue with ladies, although Brilliana was convinced it was merely because of his wild cousin, Lord Knightford, with whom he spent far too much time. Or so her maid had told her.

“I’ll be fine,” Mama said tightly. “I have my medicine right here.”

Medicine, ha! It made Mama almost as ill as whatever mysterious disease had gripped her. The doctors still couldn’t figure out what Mama had, but they continued to try everything—bleeding her, cupping her, giving her assorted potions. And every time a new treatment was attempted, Brilliana hoped it would work, would be worth Mama’s pain.

Guilt swamped her. “If you’re sure . . .”

“Go, dear girl! I’m just planning to sleep, anyway.”

That was all the encouragement Brilliana needed to hurry out.

A short while later, she and Gilly were in Green Park, waiting at the big oak for Niall.

“Did he say why he wanted to meet, miss?” Gilly asked.

“No. Just that it was urgent. And it had to be today.”

“Perhaps he means to propose at last.”

Her breath caught. “I doubt it. He would have approached Papa if that were the case.”

Gilly’s face fell. “Then you’d best take care. ’Cause if he spends as much time with the soiled doves as I’ve heard, he might be the sort of fellow to take advantage—”

“He’s not like that,” Brilliana said. “Not with me.”

Except for those lovely kisses, he was respectful. Besides, the gossips always painted a scandalous picture—that was why they were called gossips. But through weeks of secret meetings, she’d seen his character, and it was a good one. She was sure of it.

“Well, I daresay you’re right about him then,” Gilly said soothingly. “And he still might be proposing, you know. He might just have wanted your consent before he approached your papa.” A hopeful expression crossed her face. “That’s how all the gentlemen is doing things these days, I’m told. And only think what your mama will say when she hears you’ve snagged an heir to an earl!”

“I haven’t snagged anyone yet.” Besides, the word snag was too coarse for what she wanted from Niall—his mind, his heart, his soul. Since hers already belonged to him.

“There you are,” said a masculine voice behind them. “Thank God you came.”

Her heart leapt as she turned to see Niall striding up to them. At twenty-three, he was quite the handsomest man she’d ever known—lean and tall and possessed of the most gorgeous hazel eyes, which changed color from cedar brown to olive green depending on the light. And his unruly mop of gold-streaked brown hair made her itch to set it to rights.

Though she didn’t dare be so forward until they were formally betrothed. Assuming that ever happened.

Offering Brilliana his arm, he cast Gilly a pointed glance. “I’ll need a few minutes alone with your mistress. Will you keep watch?”

Gilly curtsied deeply. “Of course, my lord.”

Normally her maid balked a little at that, but she was obviously eager to allow Niall a chance to propose.

Indeed, his behavior did signal that today’s meeting wasn’t going to be like the others. Without his typical pleasantries, Niall led Brilliana into the woods to the clearing where they generally talked.

That dimmed her joy in their meeting a fraction. “You do realize how fortunate we are that Gilly is a romantic. Otherwise, she would never let us do these things.”

“I know, Bree.”

He was the only one to call her that, and she rather liked the nickname. It made her sound carefree when she felt anything but.

Halting well out of earshot of Gilly, he added, “And then I wouldn’t get the chance to do this.”

He drew her into his arms for a long, ardent kiss, and she melted. If he was kissing her, he obviously didn’t mean to break with her. As long as they had this between them . . .

But it was over far too soon. And when he drew back to stare at her with a haunted look, her earlier dread returned.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

Glancing away, he mumbled a decidedly ungentlemanly oath. “You’ll be furious with me.”

She fought to ignore the alarm knotting her belly. “I could never be furious with you. What has happened? Just tell me.”

“This morning I fought a duel.”

“What?” Her heart dropped into her stomach. How could that be? “I—I don’t understand.” She must have heard him wrong. Surely the man she’d fallen in love with wasn’t the violent sort.

“I killed a man, Bree. In a duel.”

She hadn’t misheard him. Still scarcely able to believe it, she roamed the little clearing, her blood like sludge in her veins. “What on earth would even make you do such a thing?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He threaded his fingers through his hair. “It’s done, and now I risk being hanged.”

Because killing someone in a duel was considered murder. Her heart stilled. Her love was a murderer. And now he could die, too!

“So I’m leaving England tonight,” he went on. “For good.”

The full ramifications of all he’d told her hit her. “You . . . you’re leaving England,” she echoed hollowly. And me.

His gaze met hers. “Yes. And I want you to go with me.”

That arrested her. “Wh-what do you mean?”

“I’m asking you to marry me.” He seized her hands. “Well, to elope with me. We’ll go by ship to Spain, and we’ll wed there. Then my friends in Corunna will help us settle in.”

She gaped at him. He was serious. He actually meant for her to leave her family and home and run away with him now that he’d gone off and killed a man.

But in a duel. Might it not have been done with good reason?

“Do you have to go abroad?” she asked. “Sometimes the courts will acquit a gentleman of the charges, assuming the duel was a just one.”

“It was.” His expression grew shuttered. “But I can’t risk defending myself in court.”

“Why not?”

“I can’t say. It’s . . . complicated.”

“It can’t be more complicated than running away to the Continent, for goodness’ sake.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “Look, I’ve made a vow to keep the reasons for the duel quiet. And I have to keep that vow.”

“Even from me?” She couldn’t hide the hurt in her voice. “Why? Who demanded such a thing of you?”

“I can’t say, damn it!” When she flinched, he said, “It isn’t important.”

“It certainly is to me. You want me to run off with you, but you won’t even explain why you fought or even with whom you dueled?”

Letting out an oath, he stared past her into the woods. “I suppose I can reveal the other party in the duel, since that will get around soon enough. The man’s name is Joseph Whiting.”

She didn’t know any Joseph Whiting, so that information wasn’t terribly helpful.

“But that’s all I can reveal.” He fixed her with a hard look. “You’ll simply have to trust me. Come with me, and I will take care of you.”

“What about passports? How can you even be sure we can marry in Spain?”

“There’s no reason we can’t. And I have a passport—we’ll arrange for yours once we arrive.”

She didn’t know anything about international travel, but his plan sounded awfully havey-cavey. “If you’re wanted for murder here, surely no British consulate—”

“I promise you, it will all turn out well in the end.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Deuce take it, I love you,” he said, desperation in his tone. “Isn’t that enough?”

“No! You’re asking me to risk my entire future to go with you. To leave my family and my home, possibly never to see either again. So, no, it is not enough, drat you!”

He squeezed her hands. “Are you saying you don’t share my feelings?”

“You know I do.” Her heart lurched in her chest. “I’d follow you to the ends of the earth if I could, but I can’t right now.” Certainly not without some assurance that he truly meant to marry her and not just . . . carry her off to have his way with her.

Oh, Lord, that was absurd. Just because he was heir to an earl and she the daughter of an impoverished knight didn’t mean that Niall would stoop so low. She was sure of it. She’d heard of women being fooled into thinking they were eloping when really they weren’t, women who were discarded after they’d served their usefulness to some randy lord. But Niall would never do such a thing. He was an honorable man.

Except for the fact that he fought a duel for reasons he won’t reveal.

She winced. It didn’t matter. He would never hurt her that way. She couldn’t believe it. And for a moment, the idea of being his forever, of traveling abroad and seeing the world without their families to make trouble—

Families. That brought reality crashing in. “You know I can’t leave Mama.” Regretfully, she tugged her hands from his. “She needs me.”

“I need you.” His lovely eyes were dark with entreaty. “Your mother has your father.”

“The man who spends every waking moment at his club or in the hells, gambling away my future and Mama’s,” she said bitterly. “She could die, and he wouldn’t even notice.”

Papa had never met a card game he didn’t like. Unfortunately, he’d never met one he could win, either. But he spent all his time and money trying to find one.

Consequently, Mama spent much of her time alone with Brilliana or servants. Brilliana had hoped that when—if—Niall proposed marriage, she could persuade him to let her take Mama to live with them. But that was impossible if he meant to carry her off to the Continent.

“What about your family?” she asked.

He tensed. “What about them?”

“Do your parents know that you mean to flee London? Have you spoken to your father about . . . us?”

The stricken look on his face told her that answer. “He knows I’m leaving England. But no, he doesn’t know about us, because I wanted to speak to you first. In case you . . . refused to go.”

His reluctance to tell his parents about their courtship before approaching her parents had long been a topic of discussion between them.

She’d understood—really, she had. She probably wasn’t lofty enough to suit his family, and Niall had been waiting until she had her come-out and his parents could meet her in a natural setting. Then he could ease them into the idea of his wanting to wed her.

But now . . . “You could still speak to my parents, gain their blessing and agreement to the marriage. Then you . . . you could get a special license, and we could marry before we leave here.”

Though that didn’t solve the problem of Mama.

“There’s no time for that! Besides, it takes at least two days to acquire any kind of license. And my ship leaves tonight.” He drew her close. “For once in your life, sweeting, throw caution to the wind. You love me. I love you. We belong together. I don’t know how I’ll bear it if you don’t flee with me.”

His words tore at her. She wanted desperately to go.

And apparently he could read the hesitation in her face, for he took advantage, clasping her head in his hands so he could seal his mouth to hers with breathtaking ardor.

Oh, Lord, but the man could kiss. He made her heart soar, and her blood run fast and hot. Looping her arms about his neck, she gave herself up to the foretaste of what their lives could be like . . . if she would just give in.

But how could she? Reluctantly, she broke the kiss, even knowing it might be their last.

His eyes glittered with triumph, for he could always tell how easily he tempted her. “I know this isn’t the ideal way for us to start out, Bree, but I’ll make it up to you. Father will continue to send my allowance, and my friends will take care of us until we’re settled. I might even find work in Spain.”

She wavered. It sounded wonderful and exciting and oh so tempting.

He cupped her cheek. “All we have to do is leave tonight, with the tide. You and I, together for the rest of our lives. Trust me, you won’t regret going.”

Ah, but she would.

She could handle travel to a strange country and everything that such an upheaval entailed. She could live on a pittance. And yes, she would even risk ruin if it meant being with him.

But she couldn’t abandon Mama. Papa would never manage the doctors or sit wiping Mama’s brow when she was feverish. Papa could hardly bear to be in the sickroom. And with money short because of his gambling, they couldn’t afford an extra servant to tend to her mother night and day. Besides, she could never entrust Mama’s care to a servant.

She pushed away from him. “I can’t,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

His expression turned to stone. “You mean, you won’t.”

“If we could bring Mama with us, I’d go, but that’s impossible. She’s too ill to travel.”

“Don’t pretend that this is about your mother,” he said harshly. “It’s about your blasted caution. How many weeks did it take me to convince you to start meeting me in the park? To tempt you into a kiss? You’re a coward at heart, and you know it.”

The bitter words stabbed her through the heart. “Well, at least I don’t recklessly fight duels and then run off to avoid the consequences!”

She regretted the words the instant he drew himself up, every inch a lord. “So that’s how you see me, is it? Fine.” He started to walk off.

“Wait!” she cried. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I suppose you must . . . have had your reasons for dueling.”

He let out an oath, then turned back to her. “I’m sorry, too. I don’t think you a coward.”

She stifled a sharp retort. That wasn’t true. Men always wanted women to throw caution to the winds, but that was only because they had less to lose. A woman lost everything when she trusted the wrong man. Just look at Mama.

“Bree,” he said softly, “I don’t want things to end this way.”

“Neither do I, but . . .” Frantically, she tried to think of another solution. “I—I could write to you once Mama gets better.” Though she feared that wasn’t going to happen. “Then you could send for me somehow.”

“You would travel alone to meet me?” he asked skeptically.

“I’d find a way to get there.” Tears filled her eyes.

“Don’t cry, sweeting. Please, I can’t bear it.” Thumbing a tear away, he said, “I’m not giving up on you, on us. If you need to reach me—when you need to reach me—let my father know. I’ll tell him to expect to hear from you. He can get a letter to me, and we’ll arrange matters so you can follow me.”

“I will, I promise.” She gazed into the face she loved so well and fought back more tears. “But I can’t go yet.”

He nodded, as if he couldn’t trust himself to speak.

“So I suppose this is farewell,” she choked out.

“Au revoir,” he said fiercely. “Not farewell. Never farewell.” He brushed a kiss to her lips, then stared into her eyes so longingly it made her ache. “If you change your mind about going with me today, I’ll be on the Cordovan. It sets sail shortly after sundown. Ask for Mr. Lindsey—that’s the name I’m using abroad—and they’ll direct you to me.”

“Be careful,” she whispered.

Then, before she fell apart completely, she walked out to where Gilly stood. And as she left the park, while Gilly peppered her with questions, all she could think was, Will I ever see him again?

Despite his insistence on Au revoir, she very much feared that she would not. And that realization shattered her heart.
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The sun was setting over the Thames as Niall stood on the deck of the Cordovan, scanning every bonnet on the crowded dock in hopes of spotting Bree’s face and chestnut curls. But the hollow feeling in his gut told him the truth—she wasn’t coming. He was utterly alone.

Unbidden, the exchange he’d overheard between her and Gilly popped into his head.

Only think what your mama will say when she hears you’ve snagged an heir to an earl!

I haven’t snagged anyone yet.

His hands clenched on the rail. Bree hadn’t meant that the way it sounded, so . . . so calculating. If she’d been trying to reel him in, she would have agreed to go with him, for God’s sake.

“The captain tells me that you should have a good voyage.”

He stiffened. Father had come to see him off.

Facing the man who’d engineered his escape, he asked, “How is Clarissa?”

“Your sister is as well as can be expected, under the circumstances.” His father’s eyes sparked with futile anger. “I can’t believe the girl was fool enough to trust that bastard Whiting, even for a few moments.”

“It wasn’t her fault. She fancied herself in love.”

Just like Bree, who’d met him alone regularly because she’d trusted him not to hurt her. Because Niall had persuaded her he could be trusted, that his reputation as a rogue was greatly exaggerated.

Apparently Whiting had convinced Clarissa of the same thing. So Niall could hardly blame her for going off alone with the man. But he could damned well blame Mother, the worst chaperone in London. She should have done better in warning his sister about the dangers a devil like Whiting could present.

Last night, Clarissa had been raped. This morning Niall had killed her assailant. And he couldn’t tell a soul, because the world knew only that he and Joseph Whiting had dueled. Clarissa’s reputation and future were intact and would stay that way as long as everyone kept quiet.

“Were you able to convince Mrs. Whiting to hold her tongue about why her son and I dueled?” he asked his father.

“For now. We’re very fortunate that Whiting was hoping for a marriage to Clarissa and thus didn’t tell anyone else why you two fought. Now that he’s dead, no one will learn of it unless Mrs. Whiting speaks, and she swears she won’t. She doesn’t want her son’s name dragged through the mud any more than we want Clarissa’s ruined. But I can’t guarantee that Mrs. Whiting will keep to her word if you’re hauled before the court.”

“One more reason I must leave England.”

“Yes. Perhaps someday I can find a way to change the situation, but for now . . .”

It was highly unlikely that Niall would be returning. Yet he still didn’t regret what he’d done, just that he couldn’t reveal the truth to Bree.

He didn’t dare. Not even to her. Clarissa now had a chance at a good life despite what had happened to her, and that was all that mattered.

Even if it meant he lost Bree.

No, blast it, he wouldn’t lose her! He couldn’t. Which was why he had to tell Father about her.

“There’s a woman I’m leaving behind,” Niall said. “I asked her to go with me, but she refused, on account of her sickly mother. She may, however, come to you in a few months asking that you send a letter to me, and if she does, I request that you treat her kindly and help her in any way you can.” He met his father’s gaze. “I promised to send for her when she’s ready to join me. I love her. I mean to marry her if I can.”

Alarm sparked in his father’s face. “You didn’t tell her about Clarissa, did you?”

“Of course not. I made a vow to you, and I intend to keep it.”

“Thank God. If I’m not even telling your mother, you’d damned well better not be telling some adventuress you fancy yourself in love with.”

Niall stiffened. Father still didn’t entirely trust him. Not that Niall could blame him. Father was a gentleman through and through, with a strict code of honor. He had no truck with young men sowing their wild oats. Ever since Niall had done so a bit too enthusiastically in his salad days, his father always seemed to be expecting him to prove himself.

By God, what did he have to do to show he’d reformed in the past year? “I don’t ‘fancy’ myself in love with her. I am in love with her. And she’s not ‘some adventuress.’ She’s respectable.”

“Well, that’s something at least.” His father searched his face. “Who is she? Do I know her?”

Now came the hard part. “I don’t believe so. Her name is Miss Payne, and she’s the daughter of a fellow named Sir Oswald Payne. He’s—”

“I know Sir Oswald.” His father’s face clouded over. “Damned wastrel has lost nearly everything gambling. I’m surprised he hasn’t yet landed in debtors’ prison. He has few connections and practically no money.”

Niall sighed. This was precisely why he’d hesitated to tell his parents about Bree.

“And when the hell did you meet his daughter, anyway?” Father demanded.

“Last summer, when you were too busy renovating Margrave Manor to accompany Mother to Bath so she could take the waters. While she and I were there, so were Miss Payne and her parents.”

“Your mother never mentioned them.”

“Because Mother never met them. Miss Payne is not yet . . . out.”

“God help us,” his father muttered. “So she’s what? Fifteen? Sixteen?”

“Seventeen,” he said defensively. “She’ll come out next season. I happened to encounter her in the park in Bath one day when we were both taking a walk. We were introduced by a mutual acquaintance.”

“Ah.” Father looked relieved. “So you haven’t even met her parents yet.”

“No. I’d hoped to wait until her come-out and have you meet her formally first, but—”

“Good, good, always best to be cautious in these things. If Sir Oswald knew that a man of your consequence was sniffing round his daughter, he’d be angling to gain any advantage from it. At least you weren’t so stupid as all that.”

Niall bristled at Father’s typically dismissive tone. “I don’t think I was stupid at all. I didn’t rush into my friendship with Miss Payne. I took my time making sure she would suit me as a wife. And I truly believe she will.”

“A wastrel’s daughter?” Father shook his head. “Take care, my boy. There’s a reason rank separates people. Look at your sister, taking up with that fellow Whiting. I should think you would be more cautious.”

“You weren’t,” Niall snapped. “You married a rich Cit who proved flighty as a finch.”

“Only because your grandfather gambled so much that he left me no choice,” Father said irritably. “But you don’t have to take such a chance in marriage. Fortunately you can marry a solid girl, someone with the right rank, breeding, and connections.”

“Or I can marry for love. Which is what I prefer.”

Father snorted. “Love? What you’re feeling is lust, pure and simple. I take it this young woman is pretty?”

“Yes, but—”

“She didn’t turn you down because of her ailing mother, I can assure you. She turned you down because you can no longer be her savior.”

“What do you mean?”

The pity in his father’s eyes sliced through his confidence. “What good would you be to her once you two are in hiding in Spain? She won’t be able to lord it over her friends as a viscountess or show off her fine town house or prance about to balls on the arm of an earl’s heir. And after I’m gone, she won’t have the advantages of being a countess.”

I haven’t snagged anyone yet.

He thrust those words from his mind. “She’s not like that. She only cares about being with me.”

“Are you sure? She’s lived her entire life with dwindling expectations, thanks to her idiot father. Suddenly, you come along and the world opens up for her. Until you fight a duel, and everything changes. So now she says she can’t go with you because of her sickly mother. Has she said anything to that effect before?”

Fighting to ignore his father’s logic, he gazed out at the river. “We’ve barely talked of marriage before. And yes, she has spoken of her mother’s illness in the past.” But she’d never hinted that she couldn’t marry because of it.

Worry crossed Father’s face. “Don’t be a fool, son. The last thing you need as you head off to an uncertain future is to be saddled with a wife who’s unhappy about your exile. She did you a favor, don’t you see? Now you can start life over abroad without such a burden. You might do very well for yourself, if you just keep your wits about you.”

His temper flared. “And if I have Miss Payne at my side. I need her.”

“Pretty girls are thick upon the ground, in Spain as well as here. No reason you have to marry this one.”

“I love her. That’s reason enough. And I’m sure that she will come to meet me once her mother is . . . gone.”

“I hope you’re right. I hate to see—” He steadied his shoulders. “If it’s her you want for a wife, then it’s her you shall have. Just don’t be disappointed if she proves to be . . . not what you think, all right?”

“That won’t happen.” Niall seized his father’s arm. “So you will help her if she asks for it? You owe me that much.”

A pained smile crossed his father’s face. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

“Do you swear it?” Niall persisted. His father put great store in vows.

Father sighed. “I do. But only if you swear to me that you will stop worrying about it and concentrate on your escape. You’re not free yet, you know.”

That reminder of his tricky situation sobered him. It would do none of them any good if he were captured and taken to court. “I swear,” Niall said.

Though he wasn’t sure that particular vow was one he could keep. Father could caution him all he liked, but Bree had imprinted herself upon his heart. Niall could no more stop worrying about her than he could stop breathing.

So it was going to be a long, hard trip to Spain.



One

London

September 1830

Impatiently, Niall paced the drawing room of the Margrave town house, waiting for his mother to be ready so they could go to dinner at Clarissa’s. This was his first time in town since his pardon and subsequent return to England a month ago, but some things never changed.

Mother still didn’t know the meaning of being on time. And she was worse than ever now that Father was dead and Clarissa had married one of his childhood friends—Edwin Barlow, the Earl of Blakeborough. There was no one around any longer to reel Mother in.

His newly hired valet entered the room. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but when I was unpacking the trunk you shipped from Portugal, I found this envelope at the bottom.” He held it out. “I wasn’t sure if it was important.”

As Niall took it and saw the script written in his father’s hand, he wondered why he would have kept an old letter with his other correspondence. Only after he opened it and a newspaper cutting fell into his hand did he remember.

A few months after his arrival in Spain, Father had sent him the article from La Belle Assemblée, a ladies’ magazine. It was the Provincial News section—a list of births, deaths, and marriages outside London.

And Niall remembered its contents word for word:

Cheshire

Married. At Chester, Mr. Reynold Trevor, son of Captain Mace Trevor, to Miss Brilliana Payne, of London, only daughter of Sir Oswald and Mariah Payne.

Father’s accompanying letter had only said, I thought you would wish to know.

Bree had married within scant months after Niall’s departure.

Niall felt the pain of the loss of her anew, the years having barely dulled it. Clearly Father had been right—Bree had merely been waiting for a better offer. Mr. Trevor might not have been heir to an earl, but he’d been wealthy enough to own an estate in good condition, and his father had some standing in society. Apparently those two things had sufficed to prompt Bree to throw Niall over.

If she’d ever even loved him at all.

Now, as then, Niall noted that Bree’s mother hadn’t been listed in the cutting as the late Mariah Payne. So Father had been right about that, too. All that nonsense about Bree not wanting to marry because of her sickly mother had been naught but an excuse.

“My lord?”

With a start, he realized his valet was asking him something. “Sorry, I’m woolgathering. What is it?”

“Is the letter to be kept? Is it important?”

In a surge of temper, he crumpled the cutting in his fist and tossed it into the fire. “It’s naught but a bit of inconsequential old gossip.”

Inconsequential gossip that had destroyed him after he’d read it. But he was past all that now.

Granted, Bree had taken him by surprise a couple of weeks ago when she’d shown up at Stoke Towers, Edwin and Clarissa’s estate in the country, and then at the wedding of his cousin Warren to Delia Trevor. How could he have known that Bree’s husband was Delia’s brother? Or rather, had been Delia’s brother before the man’s tragic death a year ago.

Niall had practically fallen apart at his first sight of the widowed Bree—no, Mrs. Trevor now—looking lovelier than ever, with a lusher figure and a haunting sadness in her chocolate-brown eyes. She was even out of mourning, which meant she was available again.

He gritted his teeth. Not to him. She hadn’t sent him so much as a word in all these years. If not for Father, he wouldn’t even have learned that she’d married. If not for running into her at the wedding, he wouldn’t have known she was widowed and had a son. Clearly she didn’t give a damn about him anymore.

If she ever had.

Niall’s valet cleared his throat. “One more thing, sir. Shall I lay out different attire for when you return from dinner? Will you be attending St. George’s this evening?”

Niall had been made an honorary member of St. George’s Club by virtue of being Edwin’s brother-in-law. And by virtue of what he’d done to protect his sister, though no one knew about that except Edwin and Warren.

“I may, if Edwin wants to. But if I do go, I’ll just wear this.”

“Very good, sir.” With a nod, his valet left.

Niall glanced at the clock, then swore. Stalking out into the hall, he called up the stairs, “Mother! We were supposed to be at Clarissa’s half an hour ago!”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she grumbled as she appeared at the top of the stairs.

A lump caught in his throat. Mother might be flighty and prone to exaggeration, but he’d missed her. The separation from his family had been a particularly hard part of his exile in Spain and then Portugal. And he still couldn’t get used to how much older Mother looked now.

“I don’t know what you spent your time abroad doing,” she added as she made her slow way down the stairs, favoring her bad hip, “but I swear it has turned you into quite the grump.”

“Sorry, Mother.” He hurried up to offer her his arm. “It’s just that this isn’t one of your society balls, where you can show up whenever you wish. This is dinner with your daughter and her husband. Whose company we both happen to enjoy.”

Apparently madly in love, the pair were happily expecting their first child. And that made all the sacrifices of his last seven years worth it.

Even losing Bree.

He grimaced. He’d never really had her. He’d just thought he did.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mother said. “Clarissa knows how I am. She won’t fret a bit over our being late. Besides, one always hears the best gossip late in the party, so there’s no point in showing up early.”

“Not early, Mother—on time. And is hearing gossip the only reason you go to dine with your daughter?”

“Of course not. I do enjoy a good meal, and Edwin’s cook is exceptional.”

God, he hoped so. One thing he missed about Spain and Portugal was the food there—excellent cheeses, well-spiced dishes, and exotic fruits. It had spoiled him for the usual British mutton stews; he’d give anything for a good dish of paella or pulpo. Hmm, perhaps he should look for a Spanish cook. . . .

“I also wish to hear how Clarissa is feeling these days,” Mother went on. She shot him a sly glance. “She is carrying my first grandchild, you know.”

That was Mother Code for When are you providing me with a grandchild?

Thankfully, she was easy to distract. “So, the best gossip comes later on, does it?”

A bright smile lit her face. “Oh yes! Why, we might even coax Lord Fulkham to tell us intimate details about the king’s death.” She leaned in with a conspiratorial air. “If anyone should know them, it’s the undersecretary of state for . . . for . . .” She waved her hand. “Important things of some sort.”

“For war and the colonies. But Fulkham isn’t the sort to gossip. And why would he be at this dinner?”

“How should I know? But he accepted the invitation.”

“There were invitations?” Niall had thought this was just an intimate family dinner. “Who else was invited?”

“Well, Lord Fulkham’s sister-in-law, Mrs. Vyse, for one.” She cast him a knowing glance. “A very pretty woman, you know. And quite an eligible widow.”

He groaned. That was Mother Code for When are you getting married? He hadn’t considered the possibility that Clarissa and Mother might use this dinner for matchmaking.

“Though sadly,” Mother continued, “she’s not rich. The widow you ought to consider is Mrs. Trevor—her aunt has provided her with a nice dowry, and frankly, you could use the funds for Margrave Manor.”

Niall grimaced. God, was she invited to this deuced dinner?

“I haven’t met her yet,” his mother rambled on, “so I don’t know if Mrs. Trevor is pretty enough for you—or young enough, for that matter. But—”

“Stop it, Mother. I don’t want any more nonsense about how I require a wife. I need time to settle in. Besides, I prefer to pick my own, not have one shoved at me by you or Clarissa. Not even a rich widow.”

“I’m only saying—”

“I know what you’re saying. I’m saying to leave it be. If I need your help with finding my countess, I’ll let you know.” And that was never going to happen. Mother would choose him a wife based on rank alone, which was the last thing he wanted.

She sniffed. “Good heavens, but you’re prickly these days.”

His eyes narrowed on her. “So, Fulkham and Mrs. Vyse will be there this evening. Anyone else I should know about? How many is Clarissa expecting?”

“Ten.”

“Ten!”

“Or perhaps fifteen.” She tapped her chin. “I’m not sure, actually. I confess I wasn’t paying much attention once she started rattling off names. Except for Fulkham and Mrs. Vyse, the others sounded dreadfully tedious. Sadly, it won’t be the usual fun people. The Keanes are at their new estate in Hertfordshire. And Warren and Delia are still on their honeymoon in Italy.”

He let out a breath. So none of Delia’s family would be there. Thank God. Surely that meant Bree wouldn’t be there, either.

Not that it mattered if she was. After the horrors he’d witnessed in Portugal during the ongoing bloody conflict between the British-backed liberals and the absolutists, he desired only one thing: peace. Not a two-faced female who wanted, as Father had said, “the advantages of being a countess.”

No, this time round he would find a woman who actually cared about him, who could help him put the images of his exile out of his mind. This time he wouldn’t fall into the trap Bree wove with her soft words and shy, entirely false smiles. Let the widowed Mrs. Trevor look elsewhere for a husband. He was out of the running.

[image: Image]

Brilliana Trevor stood in the Blakeboroughs’ drawing room, listening with rapt attention as Lord Fulkham and Lord Blakeborough debated the merits of planting oats over barley. She wished she could take notes, but that just wasn’t done at a dinner party.

Clarissa frowned at her husband as she passed by. “Honestly, Edwin, can’t you talk about anything but estate matters? Poor Brilliana must be bored to tears.”

“No, indeed!” Brilliana said. “Now that I’m managing Camden Hall, I’m trying to learn everything I can about how to look after it.” Especially since she no longer had to worry about losing it to creditors.

“Very wise,” Lord Blakeborough said. “I wish more ladies would take an interest. Even Clarissa has a broader knowledge of such matters than the average wife.”

“Ah, but that’s because you include her in your estate affairs.” Bitterness edged into Brilliana’s voice. “Even when I tried to get my late husband to involve me, he wouldn’t. He always said not to worry my pretty head about it.”

“It is a very pretty head, to be sure,” Lord Fulkham said.

She stared him down. “Sadly, the prettiness of my head isn’t much help when it comes to knowing what to plant or how to manage tenants. Sir.”

A faint smile tipped up the corners of his lips. “Touché, Mrs. Trevor.”

What an odd response. Other men were offended when she wasn’t flattered by their empty compliments.

Unsurprisingly, Clarissa said, “Lord Fulkham, I do hope you’re not one of those gentlemen who think women are only good as ornaments.”

“Certainly not. Though I do believe Mrs. Trevor would be better off hiring an estate manager than trying to acquire such extensive knowledge in a matter of weeks.”

“I agree,” Brilliana said. “But, sadly, I can’t yet afford one. Besides, the more I learn, the more I can teach Silas when he’s older. Camden Hall will be his one day, after all.”

“Ah, yes,” Lord Fulkham said. “I forgot you have a son. How old is he now?”

“Sixteen months. I’m hopeful that by the time he’s old enough to assume responsibility for it, the estate will be self-sufficient.”

Clarissa’s husband, Lord Blakeborough, smiled broadly at Brilliana. “An admirable aim. I have some books I can loan you.”

“Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” How nice to have at least one man here who didn’t assess her just by her appearance.

“And I’m always happy to answer your questions, too,” he added. “Ask me whatever you wish.”

“Or better yet,” Lord Fulkham said with a veiled glance, “you should ask Margrave once he arrives. I daresay he knows plenty on the subject of estate management, since he’s spent most of the past month trying to get his own property in order.”

Brilliana’s heart dropped into her stomach. Niall was coming here. For dinner. Oh, Lord. The least Clarissa could have done was give her some warning.

Fixing her with a hard look, Brilliana said, “I assumed that your brother was still at Margrave Manor in the country.”

Clarissa’s smile was suspiciously bright. “Oh, didn’t I mention that he came to town yesterday? He and Mother are probably on their way now. Mother tends to be late to everything, you know.”

Aunt Agatha, Brilliana’s aunt by marriage, said, “I’m afraid I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting your mother.”

Lord Blakeborough chuckled. “It’s not so much a pleasure as an experience. The dowager is a cross between a whirlwind and a lunatic.”

Clarissa tapped his arm with her fan. “I can’t believe you’re calling my mother a lunatic!” She shot Aunt Agatha a furtive glance. “You’ll give Lady Pensworth the wrong impression, after I invited her expressly to meet Mama. I thought they’d enjoy each other’s company.”

“Why, because we’re both old widows?” Aunt Agatha asked tartly.

But Clarissa wasn’t flustered one bit. “Because you both have a wealth of knowledge about the inner workings of society. We younger ladies can benefit from your advice.”

That seemed to mollify Aunt Agatha. “Well then. I am always happy to counsel young ladies. Especially ones who appreciate the value of age and experience.”

Astonishing. No one else parried Aunt Agatha’s jabs so effectively. But then, Clarissa had a wonderfully deft hand for managing people. Which made Brilliana even more curious to meet her mother.

Niall’s mother. It dawned on Brilliana that she was about to meet the very woman he’d resisted introducing to her years ago.

Back then she’d resented that, but hadn’t entirely blamed him for his caution. Of course, that was before she’d heard why he had dueled—because of some woman rumored to be his paramour. He and Mr. Whiting, known to be a notorious seducer, had apparently fought over this other woman’s affections.

No wonder the wretch had refused to tell her the reason for the duel. He’d known she would then see him for the lying, cheating scoundrel he was. The whole time he’d been courting her secretly by day, he’d been bedding some light-skirt by night.

Not that anyone had told her about it directly, since young ladies weren’t supposed to know that such women existed. She was lucky she’d managed to hear the gossip about the duel itself, and had it confirmed as true.

She had Niall’s father to thank for that. The late Lord Margrave, whom she’d turned to briefly after Niall’s exile, had made it quite clear what sort of fellow his son was. She could only imagine what would have happened to her if she’d fled with Niall to Spain—a steady descent into ruin and degradation. At least she’d been spared that.

Just then the footman announced the arrival of Lord Margrave and the dowager Lady Margrave. Fortunately Brilliana was standing in the corner when they entered, giving her a chance to observe them without being seen.

This time she wouldn’t be taken by surprise, as she’d been two weeks ago, when she’d seen Niall for the first time in seven years and had behaved like a blithering idiot, blushing and stammering.

No, she would be cool and collected, as if there were naught between them but their family connections. And she would be the same with his mother.

But Lady Margrave, a bubbly older woman with bright eyes, wasn’t quite the dragon lady Brilliana had expected. And Niall . . .

He looked so delicious, making her fingers fairly itch for her sketchbook. His time abroad had cut away the boyishness from his features, leaving the strong cheekbones and firm jaw of a man in his prime. And Spain’s hot sun had streaked his cedar-brown hair a wonderful gold and bronze, complemented by his smart tailcoat of chocolate superfine with gilt buttons.

“Sorry we’re late,” Niall said to Clarissa. “You know Mother. The word punctual isn’t in her lexicon.”

“Oh, pish-posh.” His mother greeted her daughter with a kiss on the cheek. “Punctuality is for the dull. Just look at your sister; she’s never on time anywhere. And she’s always the liveliest one at every party.”

“True,” Lord Blakeborough said with obvious affection.

But Clarissa was glaring at her mother. “Mama, you’re insulting every one of my guests who was punctual.”

“Am I? I don’t see how.” The dowager blinked. “I haven’t even met half of them.”

Brilliana choked down a laugh. She was beginning to understand Lord Blakeborough’s unusual description of his mother-in-law.

Clarissa winced. “Yes, well, we must remedy that. Mama, this is Lady Pensworth, Delia’s aunt.”

Aunt Agatha nodded stiffly. “I am one of the dull, punctual guests.”

“Are you? Well, I’m sure you can’t help it. Not everyone can be as lively as Clarissa and I.”

“Mama!” Clarissa said. “I assure you that Lady Pensworth is quite lively.”

Aunt Agatha gave a thin smile. “I don’t believe anyone has ever classified me as—God forbid—lively. Don’t fret, Lady Blakeborough. I’m quite happy to be considered dull.” Pushing up her spectacles, she shot the dowager a pointed glance. “It’s better than being considered a lunatic.”

“Oh, I quite agree,” Clarissa’s mother said cheerily. “Lunatics are very difficult to manage. I used to know this one duke . . .”

As the dowager waxed on about the mad duke of something or other, Brilliana caught Niall scanning the room until he fixed on her like a hunter spotting his prey.

When a scowl knit his brow, she tipped up her chin. She had as much right to be here as he. She was Clarissa’s friend, albeit a very recent one. And if he didn’t like it, he could just leave.

“Mama,” Clarissa broke in, “there are others I need to introduce.” She turned to Brilliana. “This is Mrs. Trevor. She’s a friend to both me and Niall.”
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