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Dedication

To the ladies at BofNF: You’re all the most hilarious people I know. Not to mention the best cooks, manicurists, hairdressers, jigsaw puzzlers, shoppers, movie goers, newspaper readers, internet surfers, and back ground singers a gal could hope for.

You’re fabulous each and every one of you. Thank you for being my fans and my friends.

And to Michael, Katie, and Steven: I love you, even when I’m crabby. Especially when I’m crabby. One of these days I’ll get some sleep. XOXO
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Chapter One


London 1810


Henry Cavendish, Marquess of Dalton, stood outside the chicest modiste shop on fashionable Bond Street. He awaited his sisters and aunt who had been inside, at his estimation, at least an hour. He reached into his pocket and withdrew his timepiece. Yes, indeed, sixty-five minutes. He snapped the watch closed and tucked it away. He debated going inside to see how much longer they would be and risk being roped into consulting on color or lace or some other insipid thing. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other and sighed in a huff. Several acquaintances passed on the street, and he nodded and doffed his hat politely, as serene as ever, but inside his impatience grew.

Henry’s family knew he was busy today. However, since it was late in the afternoon they’d been able to convince him to accompany them for a lemon ice after a quick stop at the dressmaker’s. God knows he loved them, loved each and every one of them, but they could try the patience of a saint.

He looked at his watch again. Sixty-seven minutes. Their definition of quick and his were substantially dissimilar.

He turned and peered in the window. He couldn’t see much past the dress form stationed there except for vague movements, and he doubted his family could see him either. Henry set his jaw, closed his eyes and exhaled through his nose. Then miracle of miracles, he heard the tinkle of the bell.

“The green one is my favorite, Penny.” Helen burst through the door. His youngest sister was always so excited to be included in the shopping trips with her older siblings. “You are going to be so beautiful.”

“Thank you, love,” said Penelope, the oldest of the sisters. She reached out her hand and stroked her younger sister’s hair. The two walked past Henry on the street, gracing him with two sweet smiles.

Cassandra and Daphne, the middle sisters, followed from the shop, engrossed in their own conversation—so much so, in fact, they paid no attention to their brother at all. Henry scowled at them as they walked by, arms linked, laughing.

The bell on the door chimed one last time as his aunt emerged. She bequeathed him a broad smile and tucked her arm around his. “I am sorry we took so long. You’re such a good boy for being so patient. Having two girls out this coming season is so much more work than just one.”

Henry endeavored to smile. “I know, Aunt Evelyn.”

She patted his hand. “Shall we go for that ice, then, before we head home?”

Why not? Really, the whole afternoon was wasted.

“You work too hard.”

Since his engagement hadn’t worked out several months ago, Henry had thrown himself into the restoration of a property he’d won in a card game. With that new venture, and the thousand and one other things involved in managing a marquessate, Henry admittedly had been wrapped up in his work. The women in his family were certain that meant he’d been crushed by the broken engagement, but the boring reality of it was he simply enjoyed working.

“I know you were fond of the girl—”

“Aunt Evelyn,” he interrupted. “I am hardly a devastated man, just a very busy one.” His tone greatly suggested the conversation need go no further.

Of course, his aunt was not going to take the hint. Evelyn never did. She was not one to avoid a topic simply because the rest of polite society did. Or even because she was expressly asked to do so.

“Your affairs are all well handled. You are a dutiful son, a wonderful nephew, and a complement to your title.” She lectured him gently as she deftly guided him away from the waiting carriage and in step behind his sisters leading the way up the street. “I am sure your father would be very proud of you.”

“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Still, in her usual way, his aunt soothed him. The tension bunching up his shoulders from the time wasted on waiting began to drain from his torso. This time the smile was real and unforced.

“You will find the perfect marchioness, of that I have no doubt. We all liked Francesca immensely, but you can hardly begrudge her a love match.”

“You misunderstand. I was only fond of the lady,” Henry protested. “In fact, I am still quite fond of her, and I don’t begrudge her a love match. For heaven’s sake, I pushed her into it.”

It was true. He had pushed Francesca into the adoring arms of Thomas Wallingham, Earl of Harrington. He often teased them both if he hadn’t done so they never would have managed on their own. He had proposed to the Duchess of Harrington when she was still the lovely Lady Bellings. His family had been ecstatic with the match, and the wedding date had been set, until the love of her life returned to town in the form of the dashing earl. It was so painfully obvious they were meant for each other that he couldn’t stand in their way. Or rather he took pity on them. However it happened, they were blissfully happy, and that warmed him, even while his family was harassing him to find his own wife.

Sometimes, when he was at his most irritable, he regretted taking the high road. His birthday was next month, his twenty-seventh, and he wanted to be married and on his way to begetting an heir before long. He yearned to be settled. The irony of it all was he was certainly in no need of more females in his house. That was for damn sure. As it was, he currently resided in a house completely filled with women. His mother, the Marchioness, occupied the mansion with his grandmother, his aunt and all four of his sisters. What in God’s name he was thinking about when he considered adding a wife to the mix, he had no idea. He often felt like he was drowning in lace and hairpins already without adding another woman. But that was exactly what he intended—at some point anyway, as soon as an acceptable young lady came along.

His sisters arrived at the ice shop before him, and now the little café was overrun by Cavendishes. He paused and watched the familiar scene play out. They were potent and elemental, these Cavendish ladies, and they would set a room a tumble every time they entered one.

“Your lips are turning blue from your blackberry ice, monkey face,” Henry teased Daphne, knowing it would make her squeal and pull out a glass from her reticule. He waggled his eyebrows and grinned at her when she turned to glare at him, her lips still perfectly pink.

Helen, the youngest at twelve, tried to entice him with her spoon. “There are more flavors than lemon you know.”

“That may be true, ladybug.” Henry placed a heaping spoonful of lemon ice on his tongue and, savoring it, comically rolled his eyes. “But lemon is the best.”

Afterwards, they walked in a cluster on the sidewalk the half block back to the carriage, Henry’s annoyance from earlier having melted away like the ice on his tongue. Penelope’s arm linked with his. She slowed her pace and then came to a stop, pulling him to a stop as well. Henry looked to her in question, and then followed her gaze to a woman and child across the street.

“What is it?” Henry asked her. He squinted at them trying to see if he recognized the woman. “Do you know her?”

“It looks like my friend Olivia,” Penny mused. She lifted the brim of her bonnet to get a better look. “I think it is Olivia.”

“Penny, isn’t that your friend Olivia?” Cassandra inquired as she drew abreast of her siblings.

“I’m not sure.” Penelope twisted her mouth in question.

If it was his sister’s friend, what had she gone through to look so haggard? He didn’t think his sisters had many acquaintances outside of the ton. The lady wore shabby clothes. Her hair was dirty and stringy where it fell from a messy updo. She looked painfully thin and pale. The boy was dirty and worn, too, but not as thin and haggard looking as the woman. Perhaps they were acquaintances met through one of their mother’s many charities.

Before Henry could stop her, Penelope dropped her hand from his arm and strode through the traffic.

“Penelope!” Henry started after his sister while he hollered back over his shoulder for the rest of them to stay put. Daphne was the first to ignore him and start across the cobblestones, followed, of course, by the rest of the group. Why God even gave them ears… Henry grasped Penelope’s hand, and together they navigated the busy street.

“Olivia?” Penny called. “Olivia!”

The woman turned at the sound of her name, eyes wide with fear, and clutched the boy closer to her side. He was eating a meat pie, devouring it actually.

“Penelope?” The woman spoke as if seeing a vision, one she couldn’t believe was real.

Penny took her friend by the hand. “Livvy? What has happened to you?”

“I escaped,” was all she uttered as she fainted.

Henry leapt forward and caught her before she hit the walk.





Chapter Two


She doesn’t weigh anything, was the first thing that occurred to Henry as he caught her. That and she was deathly pale.

The whole episode caused quite a stir in the middle of Bond Street. It seemed to Henry everything surrounding the Cavendish sisters caused a stir. A crowd gathered in an instant, as if growing right out of the walkway, asking questions and offering advice.

“Grab her,” Penelope screeched, entirely unnecessarily as far as Henry was concerned.

“Livvy?” The boy with her was clearly shocked by her swoon. He watched Henry with a mixture of distrust and confusion.

Henry felt like a fool, holding an unconscious woman in his arms, trying to reassure her young companion. “What is your name, lad?”

“Warren, my lord,” he replied, eyes wary and guarded. “She’s my sister.”

The boy might seem tough, but he was only a boy. He looked about ten years of age, and he was clearly warring with the desire to appear brave and protective or bolt. Henry was certain the only thing that kept him there at all was the fact that his sister was unconscious in Henry’s arms.

“All right, Warren. These are my sisters, and I want you to escort them to that carriage at the end of the block. Do you see the one with the gold-and-black dragon crest on the door? Please take them there, and have the driver bring the carriage to me.”

The boy stared at him for several long seconds. Henry withstood the silent interrogation while the boy took his measure. Dalton had made sure to speak to him not as a child, but as he would another man. It was evident the boy felt responsible for the care of the young woman, and Dalton couldn’t help being impressed by him. “You can trust me.”

Warren must have decided he had no nefarious designs on them because the boy followed his instructions and, uncharacteristically, his sisters went without protest. That left him, his Aunt, Penny and the tiny woman in his arms—and the growing crowd of encroaching onlookers. He exhaled in exasperation and turned his back to the street. At least when facing the wall, the crowd couldn’t see everything quite so clearly.

“Oh, the poor dear,” his aunt said, too softly for the entire mob to hear.

Penny nodded in agreement. “She is so thin and pale.” With one gloved finger she brushed Olivia’s hair off her forehead. “I wonder what’s happened to put her in such a state.”

“What was it she said before she fainted?” Aunt Evelyn asked.

“She said she’d escaped.” He looked over his shoulder to check on the progress of the carriage. The coachman maneuvered through the steady traffic. Turning the full-sized vehicle around in the street would be slow going. “How do you know this young lady?”

“She’s a year or two older than me. She used to come to London with her father sometimes,” Penny answered. “A baron, I believe. We met through mutual friends. We’ve written once or twice over the years, but I lost track of her about a year ago or so I guess. I heard her parents passed on.”

The carriage finally pulled up next to them, and Evelyn and Penny climbed in. The equipage was tightly packed with the six of them before the addition of one more unconscious woman. Henry was forced to keep her on his lap. After Warren was assured his sister would be quite all right inside, he agreed to sit up front with the coachman.

Henry surveyed the woman in question. She hadn’t awakened since passing out, only tossed her head about and murmured unintelligible words. It was almost as if she just desperately needed to sleep. She was pale, astonishingly so. It made the pink of her lips that much more noticeable. Her hair was a dirty and tangled shade of blonde, and her eyelashes curled against her wan face. Her nose seemed a trifle long and pointed, the hollows of her cheeks a tad too severe, but that may have been because her face was so thin. And his earlier assessment was right; she was tiny, not much bigger than a child. She was all angles and points. Despite her miserable condition, Henry was quite certain she was a lovely girl underneath the grime and knotted hair. Some soap and several hearty meals would surely uncover a feminine beauty the harsh lines of her currently too-prominent bone structure did not wholly disguise.

Before the carriage had come to a complete stop in front of his townhouse, the butler had the door open and was awaiting them on the front steps. Henry carried the woman through the door, followed by the rest of them. His mother and grandmother had been roused from whatever they had been doing by all of the activity and now he had every single woman in his household issuing directions. He turned and climbed the sweeping staircase to the second floor where the family’s apartments were located. He was not the least surprised to find the housekeeper waiting for him on the landing with several of the upstairs maids. They scurried ahead, leading him to place her in a guestroom down the hall from his sister’s rooms.

And then he left her to the women without being told. He did not escape. He made a tactical retreat.

Treading the carpet on the way back down the hall, he heard his mother take charge as she was wont to do. Orders were made for the doctor to be called, for warm bath water, and for fresh clothes. When Henry arrived at the bottom of the stairs, he found Warren and Aunt Evelyn.

“Warren.” Henry addressed the boy. “There are all sorts of ladies fussing over the lady upstairs.

“She’s my sister,” the boy told him.

“Ah. She is in good, capable hands.” The boy nodded to him, his eyes full of calm intelligence. “Come with me.”

Henry escorted Warren to the kitchen. It was an unprecedented event, and the staff was clearly alarmed to find the Marquis below stairs. “Good afternoon, Cook. This is Warren. Do you have something hearty to put together for lunch for our guest? We need to put some meat on these bones.”

Cook’s eyes were as big as saucers, and her mouth hung agape. She stared at the Marquess for a beat and then shifted her gaze to the grubby little boy. Her appraisal hinted that her opinion of Warren was in accord with his own. “Yes, my lord. How about some good, meaty stew and crusty bread? That should help do the trick.”

“That sounds excellent. Make it two, then.”

He hauled two stools to the big kitchen worktable and sat on one, then gestured for Warren to do the same. The cook did a fair job of suppressing her newfound horror that not only had the master come down to the kitchen, but it now appeared as though he intended to take a workman’s meal down here as well. She jerked her head around and took herself off to gather the meal, motioning with a sweeping gesture of a flour-dusted arm for the rest of the slack-jawed staff to return to work.

“You don’t come in here much, do you?” Warren asked.

Henry chuckled. “No, in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been down here before. My mother handles all the staff. It’s very comfortable down here though, isn’t it?” He had made a snap decision to have the noon meal with Warren in the kitchen because he wanted to talk with him, and he guessed if that task was attempted upstairs in the dining room with the usual pomp and circumstance, the boy would be too intimidated to speak freely.

Two huge steaming bowls of stew were placed before them on the scarred worktable. Henry stirred the contents, wafting the aroma of spiced beef and vegetables into his face. Big chunks of crusty bread, a crock of butter and two large mugs of milk were added to the feast.

“It’s much bigger than the one at home,” the boy appraised.

“Well, this is a very big house and I have a lot of sisters.”

Warren leaned over conspiratorially. “They seem a little loud,” he whispered.

Henry choked on his stew with a snort. “Excellent observation. I’m afraid that you’ll also find them to be bossy as well.”

“Oh.”

They ate their lunch in silence for a while before Henry ventured forth with more pressing concerns. “Where do you and your sister call home?”

“Nowhere,” Warren responded cryptically. He took another handful of bread and sopped up the rest of the thick broth in his bowl. He seemed to be studying the bowl very hard.

Henry tried again. “Where are you from then?”

Warren chewed then swallowed a large hunk of bread, and gulped his milk before answering. “Draycott on the Moors.”

“That’s in Staffordshire, isn’t it?” The empty bowls were whisked away and replaced by two generous helpings of pudding. Warren’s smile grew wide again. Henry nodded his thanks to Cook and picked up his spoon. “When did you come to London?” Oh, the pudding was fantastic. Henry rolled it around on his tongue, savoring it.

“Two months ago, I think.” Warren looked as though he wanted to lick the pudding bowl clean.

“Where have you been staying?”

Warren met Henry’s gaze for the first time since the questions got serious. The boy seemed every bit as young as he was, all hollow-eyed and scared. Gone was the assuredness from Bond Street. He hesitated as if wary of betraying someone. His sister or someone else?

“It’s all right to tell me,” Henry assured him as he led Warren to the garden.

“Fennyman was trying to buy her for whoring, but we got out of there. No matter what, or how bad it got, I didn’t want her doing that,” the boy said with emphasis the minute they cleared the doorway outside.

Jesus Christ. “No. How long ago was this?”

“Three days ago, sir.”

“And where have you stayed those nights?” Henry guided them both around the path and past a giant oak tree where they sat on a bench and looked out over the shrubbery, their backs to the house and any nosey eyes.

“Nowhere.” Warren sighed a huge, watery breath. “Livvy tried a couple of places, but no one would help us. I slept on benches and such. Livvy didn’t though.”

“What do you mean Livvy didn’t?”

“She didn’t sleep.” Warren kicked at the dirt. “She kept watch. Livvy’s very stubborn.”

The girl hadn’t slept in at least three days?

Warren continued, “She wouldn’t let me steal anything or join up with a crew for the coin.”

Henry raised a brow. “That sounds very honorable of her.” What else was he to say?

Warren swiped at a frustrated tear. “But it would have been easy.”

“Sometimes easy isn’t the best way out.” Henry said what he knew were the right words, even as he contemplated what he would have done in the lad’s place. Warren might be a boy, but his desire to protect his family were the urges of a man.

“Why did you come to London in the first place?” Why would a daughter of a peer come to London, unescorted, and end up in this abhorrent state? Dirty, hungry and sleep deprived, Olivia was in desperate need of help. There must have been someone she could stay with in town. Who was the heir to her father’s barony, and why wasn’t that man helping her?

“Because Reginald was a horrible man.” Warren said it with such vehemence that Henry was taken aback. “He was mean and he hurt people and, and, and…I hate him.” Now the lad was crying in earnest, deep, pitiful sobs that hurt Henry’s soul. He waited patiently next to him on the bench, and eventually the sobs gave way to hiccups and then to sniffles.

“Warren.” Henry waited until the boy looked at him. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m going to figure it all out and we’re going to fix it. You can trust me.” It was a stupid thing to say. He couldn’t possibly promise any such thing.

He put his arm around the boy’s shoulders as they walked back into the house. “Let’s go find your room.”

“My room? For how long?”

“For as long as you want it to be.”





Chapter Three


“There doesn’t appear to be anything physically wrong with the girl other than being undernourished and completely exhausted.” The doctor adjusted his spectacles.

Henry nodded. “Nothing else?”

“She’s not regained consciousness during my examination, so I can’t know for sure. I recommend allowing her to sleep for as long as she needs to. Then plenty of rare meat to build up her blood again.” He shifted his black bag from one hand to the other. “Send for me when she awakens if you believe she warrants further examination.”

“I will.” Henry extended his hand to the doctor before the man was shown from his study.

Between the conversation with Warren and the diagnoses from the physician, Henry was even more curious about the girl.

The traffic in and out of the guestroom had ebbed by the time Henry dismissed the doctor and checked on Warren. When he poked his head in the girl’s doorway, he found Penelope had changed into her nightclothes and had taken up residence in an armchair by the fire with a book and a pot of tea.

“You’re not going out tonight, butterbean?” He could sense her eye roll from across the room.

Penny kept her voice low. “No, I think I’ll stay here in case she wakes up. I wouldn’t want her to be afraid.”

“No change with her then?” Henry peered into the darkness of the far side of room, but all he could see on the bed was a small human-shaped lump under the covers.

Penny rose from her chair and tiptoed over to the door. “Still asleep. Did the doctor speak with you?”

Henry signaled with a nod for her to step out into the hall. “Who is this girl?”

“You know her name already, Olivia Goldsleigh. Her father was a baron and quite scholastic in nature. They didn’t come to town much.” Penny shrugged. “I only spoke with her in person a few times. Mostly our contact was through correspondence.”

“How did you come to make her acquaintance?”

“Do you remember Astrid Schulz?” she asked.

“Who? No.”

“Astrid,” Penny repeated as if she said the name again it would suddenly click with him. “Remember she was over here much of the spring and summer two years ago. Pretty little brunette?”

Henry shook his head. “No.”

“Oh, Henry, Astrid.”

“How could I possibly be expected to remember all the girls running in and out of this house? Especially from two years ago.” Penny had more friends than anyone he had ever met. It seemed she knew just about everyone. Henry made it a point to ignore most of them.

Penny clicked her tongue in irritation. “Anyway, Astrid was from Germany. She was here with her family because her father was working with some astrologists, no astronomers – you know, the star and planet people. Olivia’s father had something to do with that group, so she was in town for a bit that summer, too.”

“Hmmm.” Henry vaguely remembered the summit Penny was referring to. He’d wanted to attend some of the symposiums held for the general public but had been too busy to break away. “But that doesn’t explain how you came to meet her.”

“Through Astrid.” Penny stated it like he hadn’t been paying attention.

He raised one eyebrow. “Are you trying to tell me your endless fascination with our solar system drove you to seek out the daughters of international experts on the matter?”

“No.” She said the word impossibly slow, letting him know with one long syllable she thought him a complete ass. “I met Astrid through Roseanne Atwater.”

“Yes.” He matched his dry tone to hers. “That explains everything. I certainly know who Roseanne Atwater is.”

“You do?”

“No. I have no bloody idea who Roseanne Atwater is, and at this point I no longer care. The point I was getting to before this conversation ended my will to live was that we know very little about this girl or what kind of trouble she could be in. She never mentioned anything in her letters?”

“No, but it’s obviously very bad trouble.” Penny put her hand on his arm in emphasis. “You can’t possibly be thinking of turning her away.”

Henry wasn’t sure what he was thinking. He was certain his mother and aunt with their penchant for social causes were already planning an entire rehabilitation back into society for the chit. Still, the responsible thing to do would be to ensure his family was safe, and who knew what dangers came in the same package with Olivia and Warren? “I’d like to know a little more about the girl is all.”

“I’m certain when she wakes up, she’ll explain everything.” Penny looked remarkably like their mother just then—certain of her place in the world and her ability to make everything turn out as it should. “You’ll see. Once you hear her story, promise me that you’ll do what you can for her.”

“I’ll promise no such thing, cornflower.” He kissed her cheek and strode down the hall. In truth, it wasn’t Penny’s request that ensured he would assist their guests. It was how spooked Warren had been in the garden. They were running from something awful, and the boy had been terrified.

When Olivia woke she had no idea where she was, but the bed was warm and comfortable and the sheets were soft. She rose on her elbows and peered around. A lone candle burned, and she could barely spy the slumped form of a person in a chair.

She pulled back the covers—the counterpane felt like silk—and discovered she was wearing a nightdress. And she felt clean. When she stepped out of the bed, her feet sank into thick, plush carpet. She scrunched her toes into the deep pile.

She blinked into the darkness to make out the person sleeping across the room. She should be afraid, but she didn’t sense any threat. Her instincts having been honed in the past months, she was fairly attuned to danger, and there was a singular lack of it here. She sought through her mind, searching for the last thing she could remember—a god or maybe an angel, his hair glowing golden around his head. She couldn’t see his face. All she saw was the halo.

But that strange memory could not explain why she was here and why she was clean and wearing someone else’s clothes.

Upon further contemplation, Olivia concluded she didn’t have amnesia. Unfortunately, she remembered every other dreadful thing that had happened to her, at least up until whatever event occurred that landed her here. And Warren—where was he? She must think reasonably and not allow panic to take hold.

She tiptoed across the rug to the sleeping person, a woman she determined from the shadow of a skirt gathered around the bottom of the chair. Inching forward, she knelt before the lady and tucked her head down to look under a drape of hair.

“Penny Cavendish!” She gasped after a shocked intake of breath. She couldn’t have been more surprised to recognize her old acquaintance. Penny jerked awake, and Olivia laid a calming hand upon her knee. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Penny gave her head a disoriented shake and replied in a groggy voice, “’S all right.”

“Are we in your house?”

“Yes, yes.” Penny came more alert and reached for Olivia’s hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. Is my brother here too?”

Olivia had to wait for Penny to stifle a yawn before she answered. “Yes, he’s just down the hall. Do you want to go to him?”

With a cleansing exhale, the panic and tension eased from Olivia. “No, I just needed to know he was safe.”

Penny blinked several times in rapid succession like she was trying to bring Olivia into focus. “What happened to you?”

“It’s a long story and it’s the middle of the night. Can we talk about it in the morning?” Olivia had no idea what lies she was going to tell Penny and her family, but she needed to think over this serendipitous development before she opened her mouth. She needed a plan.

Another yawn accompanied by a sleepy nod before her friend spoke again. “Over breakfast. That would be best, I think. Henry always has questions that are best handled over bacon.”

Olivia wrapped her arms around Penny. “Thank you so much. I’ll never be able to thank you.”

“I’m just happy we were there at the time.” Penny squeezed back. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

After Penny retired to her own room, Olivia wasn’t sure what to do with herself. Since she didn’t have to look for her brother, she listened to the growling in her stomach. Inside the wardrobe there were no clothes. Not even her old dress. Ragged and filthy as it had become, it was the only dress she had left after everything had either been sold or stolen. She clucked her tongue in irritation and peered around the inky-black room, at a loss. She grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders then slipped out the door into the dark hallway. After several long hallways, a monumental staircase and an overabundance of sitting rooms, she finally peeked through a set of double doors and discovered a dining room. A swinging door in the back of the room led to a dark corridor that emerged, just as she knew it would, into the kitchen.

With great satisfaction she bit into a crisp, fresh apple. It very well may have been the best apple she’d ever tasted. She closed her eyes and savored the sweetness. She took another and returned the way she came, retracing her steps down the dark corridor, emerging back into the dining room. She tried to reverse her earlier directions, making all right turns on her way back. Only she didn’t find the main hall. She turned in a slow circle. Nothing looked familiar.

The next room had the look of a study about it. After twenty minutes of aimless wandering, she succumbed to the need to sit, her exhaustion returning now that she had some food in her belly. The room smelled a bit like her father’s study had, tobacco and leather, and she found the aroma quite soothing. She sank onto a giant leather sofa. Her feet were cold, so she tucked them underneath her nightgown, wrapped the small blanket more firmly around her shoulders and rested her head on the padded arm of the sofa.

“Just for a moment,” she told herself, but she was barely even able to complete the thought.

The hall clock chimed three as Henry stooped and kissed his mother on the cheek, “Good night, Mother.”

She looked up and smiled at him warmly, suppressing a yawn. She patted his cheek. “Thank you, Henry, for being such an excellent escort.” Her voice was low in a private, conversational tone. “I know you would rather be anywhere else.”

“Nonsense,” he said, his voice dripping with irony. “There is nowhere else I can imagine being than here, in the midst of this circus, with my giggling, gossiping, matchmaking women.”

“It’s too late for your sarcasm, darling.” This time she hid her yawn behind her hand. “I’ll check how our guests have gotten along and then I’m done for the evening. See you in the morning.” She turned and ascended the stairs.

Henry stood alone in the empty hall. He looked up at the landing and saw the last of her skirt disappear around the corner. A headache set heavily across his brow, which he suspected would be cured by a little quiet after the loud and crowded ball and the ride home with three feminine chatterboxes who insisted on recounting every last detail of the party they’d just left as if they hadn’t lived through the whole thing together.

Henry stood in the middle of the entry hall and listened intently to the sound of silence. There were no other noises except the ticking of the hall clock. No servants bustling about. No sister’s vying for his attention. No Mother or Aunt or Grandmother hassling him good-naturedly to hurry and get married. He could almost pretend he was alone.

He entered the inner sanctum, his study, by far his favorite room in the house. He still sensed some of his father in the place, and it made him peaceful. He suspected his father had chosen a room far removed from the family’s apartments so as to have his privacy for much the same reason that Henry so cherished his own. Henry’s older relatives respected him enough not to interrupt him here, and his sisters rarely came in because he had a tendency to growl when pestered there.

He was pleased to find the coals had been lit in the fireplace. The room was pleasantly warm, so he pulled his coat off and turned to toss it on the sofa. He halted in mid throw. There was a tiny, sleeping woman curled up on the leather cushion.

He had to admit she looked much improved from this afternoon after being cleaned up—so much so he barely recognized her. The ribbon had come loose from her hair and lay unfurled next to her on the sofa. He was bewitched to find the loose strands spread along her shoulders and over the brown leather of the furniture like watery silk, flowing loosely across the cushions down past her waist. She wore a plain, white cotton nightgown. Only the smallest amount of lace adorned the neckline, and tiny pearl buttons gave it, and her, a virginal appearance.

Henry crouched on his haunches next to her. Her ivory skin held a luminescent quality, with a natural blush along her cheekbones even while she slept. Her features reminded him of one of Helen’s porcelain dolls, everything in perfect proportion. He had no idea what color her eyes were as he’d never been close enough when she was awake to see them open. Her hands were folded under her chin. Although she was tucked up inside her nightgown with a light throw over her legs, one small foot poked out at the end. He looked up the curled length of her body and wondered what other surprises might be under the demure nightgown.

He settled cross-legged on the floor and watched her sleep. At one point she let out a deep sigh, and Henry found himself more intrigued than ever. In his initial appraisal, he had thought her childlike, but he realized that was solely based on her size, and his impression may have been influenced by her weight loss. She had a remarkably pretty face, but even sleeping he could tell it wasn’t the face of a child. She had a mysterious, mature quality. Maybe it was the knowledge that she was of an age with his oldest sister, or that he knew she had escaped something or someone and had managed to keep herself and her brother alive on the streets of London for however long they had been on their own.

She stirred in her sleep. Her fingers twitched, and one leg drew up closer to her chest. Perhaps she was sensitive to him staring at her at such close range. Her eyelids fluttered open, albeit briefly. Henry gave a gentle smile and raised an eyebrow in question. She smiled sweetly back at him, but before he could speak a word, her lids drifted closed again.

Henry stood and gathered the girl in his arms, tucking the blanket around her. She hung one drowsy arm around his neck and nestled deeper into his chest. With a smile, he thought she smelled infinitely better when he carried her this time than the last.

As he started down the corridor to the family apartments, he realized her eyes were robin’s egg blue and quite stunning, really, with her golden blonde hair.





Chapter Four


When Olivia awoke she opened her eyes to lovely rose-and-gold-striped wallpaper. She extended her toes and gave a leisurely stretch of her legs, the soft silk of the sheets slid against her bare skin, until she reached the coolness of the undisturbed portion of the luxurious cocoon. The bed was more opulent than any she’d slept in before. The featherbed molded around her body and enveloped her in seductive, drowsy slumber. Last evening’s fire was out, and the room had a chill the morning sun peeking through the drapes couldn’t dispel. Olivia snuggled back under the covers and contemplated the new developments in her circumstances.

She seemed to recall Penny’s brother was a marquess or some such lofty member of the peerage, and that would certainly explain the grandiosity of the house in which she found herself. If only she could remember how she got here. And, how she got back here again. This was an alarming trend – her being transported unconsciously from place to place. The door opened, and a young maid entered.

“Good morning,” Olivia called.

“Oh! I’m so sorry, miss.” The girl curtsied. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Olivia smiled at the maid to put her at ease. “I was already awake.”

The girl set a tray on an ottoman, and the aroma of warm chocolate and hot buns set Olivia’s mouth watering. “I’ll get your fire going warm up the room. Then I’ll fetch the mistress.” She set to work at the grate. “She asked to be informed the minute you awoke.”

Remembering that Penny had mentioned an interview with her brother first thing in the morning, Olivia pushed the bedding away and swung her legs over the side of the enormous bed. Only she had no clothes. Not even the nightdress she had on was her own. She possessed nothing. The light of day contrasted the base differences between the conditions in which she found herself and her bare existence of yesterday, and it overwhelmed her. She sat down heavily, the featherbed poofing out around her, and tears leaked from her eyes. One look at the silently weeping lady on the bed sent the maid scurrying from the room.

Seconds later, Penny came through the door, still wearing her dressing gown. “Oh, sweetie.” Penny wrapped her arms around Olivia. “Why are you crying?”

Of course, that greeting pushed Olivia over the knife-edge of control, and she erupted into full-blown sobs. It was quite a few minutes before she was able to hiccup a greeting to her friend. Penny shushed Olivia and brushed her hair from her face.

“Your braid came out,” Penny noted.

“It never stays in.” Olivia sniffled and accepted a handkerchief. “My stepmother always had to help brush it out every morning. I’m sorry for making such a scene.”

“Hush, now.” Penny stroked Olivia’s messy hair.

“You said your brother wanted to see me in the morning, but I don’t have anything to wear. My only dress is gone – even as bad as it was, it was all I had.”

“Oh!” Penny leapt from the bed and disappeared out the door, returning minutes later with a dress in her arms. “I’m sorry, but your dress wasn’t able to be saved. I don’t think anything I have will fit you, but this is my sister Daphne’s. It’ll work until we can get you some dresses of your own.”

Olivia swallowed a lump that threatened to set her off again. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

“Sweetheart, I’m just happy we are here to help.” Penny used the corner of the expensive bedsheet to dab at Olivia’s wet cheeks. Then suddenly, Penny needed the sheet to wipe her own eyes. “I’m sorry I was such a terrible friend. I heard about your parents, and it’s just awful.”

Olivia raised her head and looked at her friend in disbelief. “You’re not a terrible friend. You brought me here, with my brother. You rescued us. I can’t even begin to think what other horrors might have befallen us if we were still out there. I am so incredibly grateful.” Olivia realized she was being effusive, but truly her gratitude knew no bounds.

“To say I am happy to do it is an understatement. Why didn’t you tell someone you were in such dire straits? Surely there was something someone could have done before things got to the point where you were fainting in the streets.”

“Is that what happened? I couldn’t remember.” It was all such a blur after they fled Mrs. Greene’s boardinghouse with Mr. Fennyman on their heels. How long ago had that been?

A rap on the door brought a maid with a request for their presence in Lord Dalton’s study.

Penny rolled her eyes. “Tell him we’ll be down as soon as we’re dressed and Miss Goldsleigh has eaten.” She handed Olivia a cup of mouthwatering chocolate and helped her with the buttons on the borrowed dress.

Once they were on their way downstairs, Olivia confessed, “I took some apples from your kitchen last night.” Not that she was afraid she’d be accused of stealing…but still.

“Certainly.” Penny nodded. “How long had it been since you’d eaten before that?”

Olivia had to think about it for a moment to be certain. “Two days, I think. Yes, two. I’d had some cheese before that. After our money was stolen.”

“Oh, Olivia,” Penny cried. “Two days! Oh you poor, poor dear.”

Well I lived. Thanks to you.” She squeezed her friend’s hand and continued. “But then I got lost in your hallways. I wandered and wandered, then was so tired I had to lie down. I was only going to rest a minute, except I must have fallen asleep.” She paused as the details of a dream flooded her memory. “I had the most fantastic dream. It seemed very, very real—an angel appeared and carried me back to bed. It was the second time I’ve had that dream. It was the same beautiful man who carried me on the street. That first time I thought I’d died, but I woke up here.”

Penny seemed to smother a smile. “Why did you think he was an angel?”

Olivia’s face blossomed with heat. “Because he was so beautiful, Penny. His face was… I don’t know how to describe it.” She thought back to the vision—a strong face, but at the same time lovely with blue eyes. “More of a Greek god than an angel, I guess. I always thought a god would be scary, but this one wasn’t. He had the gentlest eyes I’ve ever seen. And his hair was like golden honey. He looked just like how you’d think Zeus would look.” She cringed at how much she sounded like a fanciful idiot.

“Sweetie, I think you should prepare yourself. You’re going to see Zeus again. Very soon, in fact.”

“What do you mean?”

Penny gave an enigmatic smiled and rapped on a thick doorframe before pushing the door open. “Good morning, Henry.”

She found herself in the same room she’d fallen asleep in the previous night. The man behind the desk lifted his head, and Olivia was struck with a waking vision of her dream god. She was certain, at one time this morning, his hair had been perfectly styled. Now, though, the brown and gold locks were disheveled, and his part was no longer exact. A straight, aristocratic nose offset the sharp planes of his cheeks and a square chin with a slight cleft. Strong brows framed light-colored eyes Olivia realized were ice-blue as she and Penny drew nearer.

The marquess stood from behind the dark wooden desk and held out his hand, giving a curt nod when Penny made formal introductions. “How did you sleep, Miss Goldsleigh? You look much improved from yesterday.” His voice was a soft baritone that fit perfectly with his bearing. There was no mention of finding her on his sofa in the middle of the night.

“Well, thank you, my lord.” Olivia hadn’t been intimidated by any of the brutish men she’d encountered while in rougher parts of London, but something about this well-mannered gentleman set her on edge. Was it the blatant look of curiosity when he gazed at her, or the fact that he held her and Warren’s fate in his hands more surely than any of those men had?

“I’ve spoken with your brother again today in an effort to find out more of your situation…”

Olivia forced herself to breathe. Warren was a smart boy, and she’d have to believe he wouldn’t say anything that could put them in jeopardy, but she couldn’t be sure.

“…two days in the park,” he finished.

“Did he also tell you she hadn’t eaten in two days? Two days, Henry.” Penny emphasized her point with a dramatic hand gesture.

The marquess’s intelligent gaze traveled from Olivia to his sister. “He did. Thank you for your exhortations. The point of this conversation was to discover what has happened to Miss Goldsleigh. If you’d be so kind as to let the lady speak, I’m certain we could learn any number of facts.”

Penny’s eyes narrowed. “I’m merely telling you what I know.”

“Indeed. Miss Goldsleigh, as I was saying.” Olivia actually felt his gaze fall upon her again. “How is it you came to London with no chaperone?”

“I had no other options. Staying at home was untenable.” How she chose to tell this tale was paramount. How much should she say? Was she likely to get sympathy from this gentleman? This peer? She was certain there would be no problem winning over Penny, but her brother was another matter.

Lord Dalton’s eyebrows angled together. “More untenable than fainting in the streets from hunger and exhaustion?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Penny grabbed Olivia’s hand and clutched it to her, Penny’s eyes most earnest. “You can trust us. My brother acts gruff, but I assure you he’ll assist in any way possible.” The look her brother shot her would have cowed anyone else, but Penny merely clucked her tongue at him. “Tell her you’re going to help.”

“I will do what I can, within reason.”

Olivia interrupted Penny before she could launch into a further attack. Such a scene wouldn’t help her cause in any case. “It’s all right, Penny. You’ve done more than I could ever ask. You’ve been unaccountably generous, my lord.”

A ghost of a smile appeared, and the tension around his eyes lessened as if he was making a concerted effort to put her at ease. “As I said, it is my desire to help if I am able. If you can tell me what happened to you, there stands a better chance that I will be able to assist you and your brother.”

What choice did she have? She was certainly out of options. She took a deep breath and looked to the window and the garden beyond. The first lie was always the hardest. She’d simply tell the same lie she’d told everyone else who’d asked. It was a well-practiced fabrication, and she regretted how it rolled off her tongue with such familiarity. “A series of misfortunes, really. After my father and stepmother died, and my father had no heir, the title and everything went to my cousin.” Here she paused. She didn’t want the taste of his name in her mouth. “Reginald.”

“Oh,” Penny said.

The marquess remained silent but attentive.

“Reginald insisted I marry him. I declined—a number of times and most vehemently in fact, but he was persistent. First he cut off my allowance, then refused to allow me to leave the house, thinking I’d be forced to accept out of desperation.” Olivia paused, and Penny gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “Reginald is a drinker, and very mean. Still, it took him a month to hit me the first time. And then…” Olivia sighed, “…if he’d ruined me, I’d have had no choice but to marry him. I made sure I was never alone with him, but when he was drunk, he never seemed to care if Warren was there or not.”

Penny looked horrified. “What did you do?”

“One night, we ran away,” Olivia answered simply, as if it was nothing at all to escape her tormentor, and sheltered twenty-year old women ran off to the city all the time.

“I see,” the marquess interjected noncommittally. Still, Olivia sensed interest in his unwavering blue gaze.

Penny, on the other hand, stared wide-eyed, rapt. “How?”

Olivia explained their plan – at least what the plan had originally been before the result of the dead man in the kitchen.

“You’re so brave.” Penny wrung her hands. “I can’t even imagine how horrible that was for you.”

“Well, it may have been brave, but it wasn’t the most well-thought-out plan. My father had always told me I would be taken care of financially when he passed, but Reginald said there were no such provisions. We were coming to London to inquire with Father’s solicitor. Unfortunately, we’ve never been able to see him.” She didn’t mention that she couldn’t see him and risk the magistrate finding them. “We started out in a nice hotel until I began to fear the money would run out, so we kept moving to less-elegant accommodations, to put it mildly. Our last place was a flophouse in Seven Dials.” Again her friend gasped. Even Lord Dalton raised an eyebrow. “I had thought it would be so easy to find employment in such a big city. I had already sold all my clothes and jewelry to buy food for Warren, and when that money was stolen, we had nowhere to go.”

Penny’s free hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Olivia! Why didn’t you seek out any of your friends?”

“Indeed. You had no relatives to assist you at all?” The marquess ran a hand through his hair, and a thick curl fell across his eyebrow.

“We would have helped,” Penny insisted.

Olivia smiled with as much sincerity as she possessed. “While you are clearly a greater friend than I ever could have hoped for, what was I to do? Show up on your doorstep and say, ‘Hello. Remember me?’”

“I don’t know,” Penny protested. “But there must have been someone.”

“If I could have thought of someone, anyone, we wouldn’t have been in that horrible place.” Olivia closed her eyes and shuddered at so many unspoken memories. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’ve been… I can never repay your kindness.”

“It’s all right,” Penny answered sincerely. “I didn’t mean to sound as if I thought you were being irresponsible. Quite the contrary.”

Olivia wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sure. I was considering the only way to keep Warren alive was to… Well, I didn’t.”

“What possibility?” Penny asked, but Olivia didn’t answer. “Whatever it was, don’t think of it another second. Now you have us, and there is no way my family will allow you to return to that odious cousin of yours.”

Olivia laughed at her friend’s ferocity. “If nothing else, it feels so good to be clean and rested and safe. If even for a little while until I can figure out another solution.”

Before Penny could further promise her family’s support, the marquess spoke up. “Nonsense. It would make no sense to rush out willy-nilly and endanger yourself further. It would be shortsighted to charge back out there without serious consideration into your future, for both you and your brother. Please accept our hospitality for as long as you need it.”

Olivia found it difficult to pull her eyes from his lips as he spoke, even when his gaze seemed to hold her hostage. She wanted to stay in this safe, clean house more than anything. Except for maybe the desire to avoid being hanged for murder, but staying in this house was a close second. “Thank you.”

Penny broke the hypnotic hold when she kissed her brother on the cheek. “Thank you, brother dear.”

Lord Dalton made a point of answering Olivia instead of his sister. “You’re welcome.”





Chapter Five


Olivia met the rest of Penelope’s sisters at the breakfast table, with Penelope seated to one side of her and Cassandra to the other, as well as her mother, grandmother and aunt. Olivia feasted on a breakfast of sausage, kippers, eggs and toast until she thought she’d burst.

After their repast, the ladies adjourned to the family sitting room where she was overwhelmed by the outpouring of genuine concern for her wellbeing. Olivia was initially skittish and mistrusting. In the not-too-distant past, she’d experienced this kind of effusive kindness, and it never ended well. Her former landlady was a sterling example, but Olivia quickly discovered Penelope’s family was genuine and caring, and she warmed to their ministrations and allowed their concern to calm her injured soul. The camaraderie of the women, instead of the lost feeling of her against the world that had so consumed her recently, did more to heal her than she would have imagined.

The sound of running feet brought her out of her self-indulgent reverie. “Livie!”

“Warren.” She smiled as he came running into her arms. “I’ve been so worried about you.” She pushed away and held him at arm’s length so she could look at him better. He was also washed and wearing clean clothes.

“I’m fine,” he assured her. “I’ve been with Lord Dalton.”

“I hope you’re not pestering the man. He has been very good to us.” She pulled him back into a tight, grateful hug. “You haven’t told him anything have you?” she whispered in his ear.

His hair tickled against her cheek when he shook his head. “No. I would never.”

“Do you have—?”

“I hid the gun in my room.” Warren pulled away and picked up the public conversation. “I wasn’t pestering him. I’ve been helping him with things.”

Livvy laughed. “I’m sure you have, love.”

“Actually, he has been helping me.”

Olivia whirled around at the sound of the deep masculine voice. She dipped into a curtsy. “Hello again, my lord.” He was not Zeus like she’d thought. Apollo, the God of light and sun, fit the tall blond man better. He was so tall, she had to tilt her head back quite a bit to see his face. His mien had changed. Gone was the serious expression from his study. Now his lips curled at the ends in a half grin, as if he found something slightly amusing. It was his eyes that drew her, compelling her to gaze up at them until she realized she was staring and blushed, looking quickly away. Strikingly blue and impossibly vital, they twinkled in amusement.

Olivia pulled her attention back to her brother. “Still, Lord Dalton has done so much for us. He’s a very important man, and I don’t want you getting in his way.”

“Please, since you’re staying in my home, just Dalton, Miss Goldsleigh.” He smiled at her again, his teeth flashing in a brilliant smile, perfectly straight and white.

“Guess what.” Warren jumped in to get her attention again. “I have my own bedroom, and Dalton said I can stay there as long as I want to.”

Olivia blinked at her brother in embarrassment and avoided Lord Dalton’s gaze. “Well, we’ll see.” She mustn’t allow herself or Warren to get too comfortable. They would have to leave here eventually. Sooner or later, she and Warren would be found out, and they would be expelled from the house if not taken straightaway to Newgate.

“I was most sincere in my invitation earlier, Miss Goldsleigh.” His ungloved hand extended to her elbow and grazed her in the briefest moment of connection. “If it puts your mind at ease, know that you’re making me feel better by staying here. If you leave now, you’ll only have us all worrying about you both.”

She knew better than to grow complacent, comfortable, weak. Still, when he touched her, even the merest brush against her boney elbow, she could imagine staying here, with him. The bob of her head was the barest concession towards a nod, but she was rewarded with a breathtaking smile and what may have been a look of relief. Warren whooped.

“Well then, Miss Goldsleigh, welcome to Dalton House. I know my sisters are thrilled to have you here. Any time they can find a new project, they are happy to leave me be.” The sting was expunged from the words by his smile and the light tone of his voice.

Her own lips spread in an answering grin. “I am not too proud to be their project. It seems like ages since I have been in the company of ladies.”

Penelope approached and broke into the conversation. “We are planning another trip to Bond Street today.” She raised her hand at the look of mock horror Dalton shot her. “Don’t worry, Henry, we will not be expecting you to accompany us this time. We have a great deal to accomplish today, and we can’t have you slowing us down.”

Dalton laughed, a great, deep chuckle that warmed Olivia all over. How wonderful to be with a family so obviously fond of one another, where jesting and teasing were commonplace. It reminded her of the similar way her father and stepmother had been with each other.

“Yes, chickadee, I know I am such a burden on you all.” Lord Dalton tweaked his sister gently on the nose. Penny jerked her head and slapped at his hand. “It’s a good thing I’m still dedicated to paying all your modiste bills, isn’t it?”

Penelope’s eyes narrowed. “Just for that you can expect the next one to be enormous, gargantuan even.”

“Either way, you ladies have fun. With your permission, Miss Goldsleigh, I’ll keep Warren with me today.” He clapped the boy on the shoulder. Burgeoning hero worship was written all over her brother’s face. “I can’t in good conscience subject him to the horrors of Bond Street and my sisters. I’ll take him to my tailor and get him set up.”

“Oh I don’t know about all this.” Panic crept into her chest and raced her heart with anxiety. “We don’t need…” She indicated her dress and Warren’s clean clothes. “This is plenty, I assure you. I can’t allow you to do any more than this. You’re already much too generous.”

“Never you fear, my brother, the god, has more money than Midas.” Penny giggled. “Daphne’s dress will do until we can get to Bond Street this afternoon, but you’ll need much more than that.” Penny smirked at her brother. “Henry says I think all the world’s ills can be cured by shopping, but in this instance, your immediate problem most certainly can.”

“Miss Goldsleigh, I assure you, assisting you is no hardship. Think no more about it. Go with my sisters and enjoy your day.”

It was said with finality and a smile meant to put her at ease, but it was the warm hand Lord Dalton placed on Warren’s shoulder and the look of utter adoration from the boy that convinced her. Her brother must be terribly alone now with no men in his life.

“If it really is no hardship, I will endeavor to repay your kindness some day, Lord Dalton.” She hugged her brother to her once more. “Don’t be any trouble, now,” she warned Warren with a smile, and then whispered, “Please be careful.”

“Of course,” Warren said, his double meaning apparent in his solemn gaze.

“Oh, he won’t be any trouble, I’m sure. I’m going to put him to work today. He’s going to help me scout out some new horseflesh at Tattersall’s, and we’ll visit the tailor I already mentioned. It will be a grand day of gentlemanly pursuits,” he promised the boy. His gaze shifted back to Olivia when he told her, “And repaying me is not required.”

“Are we really going to Tattersall’s?” the boy asked Henry a bit breathlessly. “I love horses.”

Henry assured him, “You will be a great help to me. I’ll finish with my man in the study and then we’ll head out.”

“Yes, my lord.” Warren loped down the hall after his sister.

The boy was warming to him. After the conversation in the garden, Dalton had been concerned the boy would be embarrassed to face him again. The boy was mature beyond his years, and Henry was afraid the lad’s pride would win out. However this morning, when Warren had found him in the salon reading the newspaper in the quiet before the whirlwind of Cavendish women awoke and descended on the house, he had greeted him warmly. Henry had felt an inexplicable cramping in his chest ease when Warren sat on the settee next to him and asked to read a section he’d finished with.

Dalton was anticipating spending the day with the boy. He turned on his heel and strode down the hall towards his inner sanctum, smiling to himself. It seemed all he ever did was hear about lace and trimming and bonnets and such. How blissful to spend a day with a person of the male persuasion. For God’s sake, he was almost giddy.

Now the sister, she was something else entirely. What a mystery. Warren he understood. He’d been a lad himself once and remembered that strange time between being a boy and young man—Warren was just arriving there a little earlier than most boys. Olivia was unfathomable, nothing like his sheltered and pampered sisters. Indeed, nothing like any young woman in the ton. Maybe she once had been, but he’d seen something more in her eyes that assured him she was older, wiser, and something else he couldn’t put his finger on. Was hunted the right word?

Henry had never met a lady he could imagine successfully living alone on the streets of London’s lower neighborhoods, let alone keep a child alive at the same time. A gentleman kept his family, and definitely his women, safe and sheltered from the sort of things Olivia had lived through. Perhaps someone needed to have a few words with this Reginald fellow.

He’d be lying to himself if he didn’t acknowledge his immediate physical reaction to the awake and lucid woman this morning. He remembered the robin’s egg blue eyes from the previous night when, once again, he’d scooped up her tiny body and headed off to her room. This morning though, he got the full impact of those eyes. A fleeting glance in the shadows did not do them justice. Olivia was, simply put, stunning. She stood shorter than any of his sisters, except Helen, but she was twelve. He doubted she’d even come up to his shoulder, but part of what intrigued him was the fact that so much strength was packed into such a diminutive frame. A deceptively curvy little frame, he recalled, from having held her in his arms twice yesterday.

The feel of her snuggled close to his chest and the tactile memory of her arm curling around his neck had followed him to bed, giving him strangely erotic dreams. Having really seen her for the first time this morning, he suspected—and God help him, hoped—tonight’s dreams might be more vivid. Though certain he was setting himself up for frustration, he still anticipated the fantasies that were sure to crowd his dreams.

Until then, though, he’d like to get to know Olivia better. She was a most intriguing and fascinating woman.

But that would be later, for now he had work to do. He picked up the stacks of correspondence neatly ordered by his secretary and began the tedious process of signing his name at the bottom of each one, wiping thoughts of otherworldly, fantasy women from his thoughts. But tawny curls and vivid blue eyes flitted at the edge of his mind, keeping him slightly off balance with an annoying yearning and an uncomfortably ill-fitting pair of trousers.





Chapter Six


Olivia had never had a day quite so enjoyable as the one she spent with Penelope and the rest of the ladies of the family. It was all that much better for being so wholly unexpected.

After they bade Warren and Lord Dalton goodbye, they took Bond Street by storm. At first, Olivia was filled with apprehension. There were so many reasons to be fearful. She seemed so much more exposed on Bond Street than she did as an anonymous face bustling along the streets of the lower neighborhoods. It was inexplicable, but nevertheless, she felt watched. Every strange man’s eye seemed accusing, the imagined cries of murderer waiting to ring out.

She couldn’t bring herself to spend Lord Dalton’s money as freely as his sisters could. She admitted she needed some things desperately. Things like underclothes and at least a couple of dresses. But still, it was near impossible to justify using the gentleman’s money, especially when she had no prospects of ever paying it back.

The most vexing thing to her conscience was playing the whole family false. Surely she would go to hell for misleading these nice, selfless people in such a manner. Her stomach roiled under the internal torment. She vowed to herself she would reimburse the marquess somehow. She’d figure out a way. She’d be damned if a few months of dubious decision-making in Seven Dials was going to define the rest of her life. She would have to watch for opportunities.

Resigned to accepting their help, she was amazed to watch the other ladies shop. The Cavendish women never looked at price tags or even considered haggling with a shopkeeper. The shop owners rushed out to wait on the ladies themselves, never trusting an assistant, looking to curry the favor of these influential women of the ton.

Lady Langford, Aunt Evelyn to the family, informed the seamstress they would need something ready for the following night, and when Olivia’s eyebrows went up in question, Evelyn patted her hand.

“No worries, dear,” the older lady said with assurance her. “Madame Bolivant is sure to have something that will be perfect for tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Olivia looked from Evelyn to Penelope and back again. “What’s tomorrow?”

Cassandra, the next eldest daughter, gasped with excitement and clapped her hands. “Oh, only the biggest ball of the season thus far. A veritable rout! I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks. The Johnston-Smythe ball is always the big kick-off for the season, the ball every other hostess sets the season standard by.”

It was out of the question. She could not attend a ball. Absolutely not. “But I haven’t been invited. I wouldn’t want to put out a hostess with an extra guest,” Olivia deferred.

Penelope laughed. “Don’t worry, Olivia. There will be so many people, one more won’t be noticed. Besides, you’ll be with us.”

Olivia looked from one woman to the next, her eyes wide, her mouth agape. “I’ve never attended a London ball. I went to the country assemblies back at home, but never a London ball.” The overwhelmed feeling built in her stomach again, and this time she was sure she would lose her breakfast.

Vivienne took her by the hand and patted it in a maternal fashion. “You’ll be fine, dear. I assure you the dances are the same at a country assembly as they are at a London ball. Besides, you have the power of the Cavendish name with you. No one would dare say anything about you with us sponsoring you.”

“Sponsoring me? For what?” Olivia tried to keep the hint of hysteria from her voice.

The other ladies of their party had moved around the shop, discussing lace and trimmings, patterns and the latest designs with each other and the shopgirls. Their chatter gave off a companionable feminine hum about the room. Lady Vivienne and Aunt Evelyn led her to a quiet corner. Olivia faced the women with her hands clasped so tightly her fingers were white.

Lady Vivienne asked, concern etched on her face, “Are you all right?”

Olivia didn’t answer. She concentrated on breathing for a minute. The two older ladies glanced at each other, eyebrows raised in question. Lady Vivienne gave her sister a slight shrug, indicating she didn’t understand the reason for Olivia’s distress any more than Evelyn did. Olivia didn’t know how to explain her reaction to their unbelievably generous suggestion.

“Don’t you want a season?” Evelyn prodded. “I’m assuming you didn’t have one before. You need not worry that the season has already begun. Quite the opposite, actually. It’s only just beginning. You haven’t missed any of the important parties.”

That made it worse. Finally, in a quiet voice, Olivia spoke up. “Lady Dalton, Vivienne, I can’t accept your offer. In fact, the clothes we have bought are already too much.”

“Oh, pish,” Lady Vivienne replied. “Besides, I have two daughters out now. It won’t make one whit of difference if we add one more.”

“But I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to repay you. I hope with clean clothes I can get employment as a governess, otherwise I am completely without means.” Olivia stared at her hands. “I don’t know how much of my situation Penelope told you, but I have nothing but my name”—and I can’t even use it if I expect to be hired anywhere—“and it’s not as if it’s a well-known name, after all. I have no money, no dowry. I don’t know why any man would want me.”

Aunt Evelyn responded, her voice gentle but stern. “Penelope has told us your basic tale, but it is enough for us to know you have suffered a great deal. Also, you are a very brave and intelligent young lady. Granted, you don’t have a dowry, but not all gentlemen marry for money. You have a respectable name, you come from a quality family, and not least of all, you are a very lovely young woman. You have much to offer a gentleman.”

Vivienne listened to her sister with a smile. “My sister is right, dear, and you can’t let her down. For as much as she has loved my daughters, she has never had a pet of her own to dress for the season.”

“Vivienne! Don’t get fresh.” Evelyn gave her sister’s hand a playful slap. “I assure you, I’m not trying to dress a pet, Olivia. But there is no reason you shouldn’t allow us to sponsor you. There is every possibility you may meet a wonderful man and get married. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? You don’t get engaged, but you enjoy all the season has to offer and have fun.”

Vivienne added, “And you get to make an old lady happy.”

“You’re three years older than me and don’t you forget it, you old harpy,” Evelyn countered.

What’s the worst that could happen? Oh sweet Jesus, there were so many horrible things. Not even counting the fact she and Warren could be found and carted off to Newgate. Or hanged… Her breath caught in her throat, and she hiccupped a desperate, gasping wheeze. While the sisters argued good-naturedly, Olivia ruthlessly got herself under control so she could think clearly.

In all reality, she was from a small village in a tiny county in England. Few people outside of academic circles had ever heard of her father or her family or, by extension, her. What were the odds news of Reginald’s death had actually reached London? So far, neither Warren nor she had heard proof or rumor they were being hunted. Up to this point, they’d been exceedingly vigilant. Besides, the men after her wouldn’t be looking for her in ballrooms, right? If she was careful—if she married—she’d change her name and then she’d never be found.

What the ladies offered was enticing. She had to admit it to herself. It was true, she’d never received a season, and she couldn’t deny she’d wanted one. Didn’t every girl want one? She and her mother, and later her stepmother, had spoken of it with great excitement, almost reverence, as if it was a fairy tale full of handsome gentlemen and ballrooms. But one thing after another had altered the course of her life. She hadn’t thought of it in ages.

If nothing else, perhaps she’d make some connections she could use to garner employment after the season ended. She didn’t know what she would do with Warren if she took a governess position, but perhaps… Maybe she could gain employment as a shopgirl? She could sew. She’d had plenty of experience shelving books in her father’s library. Oh, she didn’t know. It was so futile. She had no experience to offer a family as a governess and certainly no references to give potential employers. She needed a husband if she was going to provide for her brother. Perhaps, if she married well enough, she could repay some of the kindness shown her by this family.

It was reprehensible that she was even considering this.

It’s a means to an end.

“Lady Langford, Lady Dalton.” Olivia smiled to ease the interruption of their banter. “Promise you won’t spend too much money on me, and I will do my best to make you proud. But you should know I don’t have much in the way of town bronze.”

“Nonsense.” Evelyn stood and reached out her hand to Olivia. “You are a well-mannered young lady. And as my sister said before, the dances are all the same.”

“Madam,” Evelyn called to the proprietress of the shop. The seamstress hurried over when Evelyn beckoned and gave a curtsy. “We are going to need something magnificent for tomorrow evening, a ball gown.”

“Excellent.” The seamstress looked at Olivia with an appraising eye while she tried not to fidget. She knew what the modiste saw—a petite woman who looked fragile beyond the fashion. She was very thin, too thin.

“I am sure I know just the thing.” Madam Bolivant steered Olivia into a dressing room. Olivia glanced back at the rest of the ladies, but they had all become engrossed in fabric samples and patterns. Penelope glanced up and smiled in encouragement before she was drawn back into the fray.

Once inside the private room, Olivia was stripped of her borrowed dress, and the seamstress’s assistant helped her into a lovely creation, a sheath of pale yellow silk with an overdress of delicate gold lace. It had a high waist as was the fashion, with a band of gold-beaded satin under the bosom and cap sleeves with the same color bugle beads on the edges. The lace was pulled up and artfully pinned around the bottom of the skirt, creating a lovely scalloped effect. The skirt flowed loosely from the high waist into a short, beaded train to trail behind her as she walked.

The dress was stunning, and she was stunning in it. Even under her own critical eye, she admitted she was beautiful. The dress took on a kaleidoscope effect as her eyes filled with tears. If only her mother or stepmother could be here to enjoy this moment with her. She gazed wistfully at her reflection and considered how much she looked like a fairy tale come to life, just like they had promised. After a deep breath and a long blink, she brought herself back under control.

The seamstress and her assistant came up behind Olivia and clucked and crowed over the fit and the alterations that needed to be made, plucking and pinching at the fabric. Olivia stood like a statue while they fussed about her, tears ruthlessly unshed. She couldn’t allow tears, not here in this fashionable establishment where too many curious eyes would notice, not anywhere. She’d given up the right for frivolous girlish emotions the minute she grasped her brother’s hand and fled into the night leaving a dead body on the kitchen floor.

At last the shopkeeper looked up at her, smiling broadly, and spoke to her in her heavy French accent. “I was right, cherie, zis is the perfect color for mademoiselle. You are glowing with this color. You will be a goddess.”

Penelope nodded her agreement from the doorway to the changing room.

By the time Olivia had been fitted and measured and fussed over for what seemed like hours, she was finally allowed back into her borrowed dress and permitted to step down from the dais. Madame Bolivant promised to have several frocks delivered to the townhouse by the end of the day and, most importantly, the ball gown would arrive by noon the next. Evelyn had ordered more dresses than Olivia thought she could ever wear; morning dresses and walking dresses, a riding habit and dresses for evening. There were several pelisses and capes and other things Olivia lost count of. The footmen loaded box after box into the boot of the carriage.

“Excuse me, miss.” Olivia tapped the shoulder of one of the young ladies working in the shop. “May I please have a copy of the bill you’ll be sending to the marquess?”

“Ummmmm.” The girl looked around with nervous eyes. “Désolée, mon Anglais n’est pas très bon.”

Right, French. She thought back to the dreadful years of conjugating French verbs. “Puis-je avoir un double de la facture?” The foolish girl looked terrified, darting her gaze around for help. “Quel est le problème? Donnez-moi simplement un double de la facture.” Her accent was atrocious, but she was fairly certain she had the right words.

Madame Bolivant approached the counter, her hands clasped together at her waist and a broad smile on her face. The shopgirl scurried over to her and rattled off a near hysterical torrent in French which was much too fast for Olivia to follow.

The seamstress shushed the girl with a harsh word and pushed her in the direction of the back room before turning her practiced smile on Olivia. “Mademoiselle.” She clucked her tongue several times before taking Olivia by the elbow and steering her toward the door and her waiting party of ladies. “Don’t you worry your pretty head about the bill. Your beautiful gowns will be at your door soon, and you will be the belle of the ball for certain.”

Inwardly, Olivia rolled her eyes in frustration. She had tried to keep track in her head a tally of the bill, but as the pounds began to run into the three digits, her head pounded and she felt sick. Her remorse grew with purchases of slippers, and underclothes, hats and trimmings. She’d figure out the total somehow. There was no way she could let Evelyn and the marquess spend this much money on her with no plan to pay it back.

Her seat in hell was assured, but she’d go there wearing cute new slippers.

* * * *

The man watching from across the street spit tobacco into the alleyway behind him then shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket. The pretty little lady would look like a piece of cake wearing that yellow frock in Newgate Prison. He chuckled at the picture in his head before ambling off to follow the carriage when it joined the traffic down Bond Street.





Chapter Seven


Olivia stood in the middle of her room, surrounded by towers of boxes. An endless stream of footmen passed through, adding to the stacks: shoe boxes, dress boxes tied with fancy satin ribbon, hat boxes with the names of French milliners stamped on the side. Maids scurried about sorting and unpacking, the sound of silks being shaken and the hum of the maid’s voices providing background music to her nervous breakdown.

Oh, Livvy, what have you done? There must be thousands of pounds sterling here. How are you ever going to repay these good people? One day, just one day, and I’ve dug myself in so deep, I’m never going to get out.

Olivia absently pulled out the pins holding the piles, braids, and twists of hair on top of her head, then massaged her fingers into her scalp, trying to relieve the ache forming there. She sank to the floor and exhaled an exhausted puff of breath, an overwhelming sense of powerlessness washing over and threatening to drown her.

There was a quick rap on the door then a click as it swung open. Hidden in the bundles of lace and silk, Olivia didn’t know who entered until she heard the voices.

“My,” Penelope exclaimed. “One would think we had nearly bought out Bond Street.”

“I know,” Olivia responded from her seat on the floor. These first words uttered out loud since the realization of how monumentally buried she was in a mire of her own making threatened to undo her self-control, and she clapped her hand over her mouth as if she could forcibly keep tears and screams from erupting.

“Livvy?” said someone who sounded like Cassandra. “Are you in here somewhere?”

“Send up a flare, darling,” Penny suggested with a giggle.

Olivia raised her free arm and waggled her fingers from behind the boxes. She had no idea if they could see her or not, but they must have because she heard them making a path, threading their way through a trail of packaging. An “oof” was followed by a clatter of boxes and Penelope’s grinning face coming into view.

“Well, hello there.”

“We shouldn’t have spent so much. I’m sure your brother never meant to be this generous,” Olivia whispered, certain the words spoken aloud would provoke an embarrassing response.

“Oh pooh.” Cassandra snorted in a most unladylike manner as she appeared around the leaning tower of haberdashery. “Henry won’t even notice.” She lifted the top off a hat box and withdrew a charming little straw bonnet with red ribbons, silk cherries and flowers. “Oh, I’d forgotten about this one. It’s just darling.”

“Excuse me, miss,” a young maid asked Olivia. “When are the other dresses expected to arrive?”

Oh my God. Olivia inhaled a calming breath. She was going to hyperventilate. She remembered standing still for the modiste to measure her for the gold evening dress and recollected all the patterns and fabric swatches she had nodded her mute approval over during the course of the day. She had only come home with the things that were ready to wear. The bulk of the order would come in the next day or so. The bulk of the order! The hole suddenly seemed exponentially deeper.

“The shop will deliver some tomorrow, then more later in the week,” Penny answered the girl, who nodded with a smile and returned to the monumental task of unpacking. Penny reached for Olivia’s hand. “I can’t allow you to sit on the floor and fret. There is no need to worry about Henry. My brother won’t bat an eye at another set of modiste bills, and you must admit you were in desperate need of these things.”

Olivia allowed her friend to pull her to her feet. She scanned the inventory of nearly every shoppe on Bond Street again and tried not to feel the panic.

“Enjoy yourself, Livvy,” Cassandra added from underneath a green tucked silk bonnet she’d pulled from yet another box.

Olivia had never owned so many clothes. She took a step outside herself for a moment and stood agog, in awe, amid the vast sea of ruffles and bows, the lace and silks and velvets, gawking at the rich bounty. She thought for sure she would cry but, unbelievably, a giggle escaped her. She clapped her hand over her mouth to muffle it, appalled at herself, but even more giggles leaked out until she was laughing uncontrollably.

Penelope and Cassandra watched her rapidly lose her already tenuous grip on her emotions. Olivia had doubled over by this time, holding her stomach and shaking from the great peals of high-pitched giggles. She sank back to the floor, sitting with her knees bent, her legs folded under her, tears streaming down her face. The maids had excused themselves at the first hint that Olivia was losing control, walking out of the room with piles of dresses over their arms. Her friends, however, continued to observe her indulgently, not sure what was going on, but clearly enjoying this outburst much more than the possible alternative.

Eventually, the laughing subsided, and she took a couple of deep breaths, calming herself, until she snorted in a great, honking breath, and that set her off again. Her fit had been going on several minutes before Penelope and Cassandra succumbed to Olivia’s hysterical laughter. At first their participation consisted of nervous giggles which led to a snort or two of their own, but before long, both ladies joined Olivia. Perhaps they didn’t really know what they were laughing at, but they found her mood infectious nevertheless. Finally, the three ladies began to wind down. Penelope, now stretched out on her back on the rug, one hand over her mouth, the other on her stomach, sighed a long, high breath. Cassandra straightened her hair and wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Ahhhhh.” Olivia’s breath came out in a big relaxing whoosh. “I really think I needed that.”

“I guess so.” Penelope nodded, her eyebrows arched in question, the smile still playing about her mouth. “What was that all about?”

Olivia shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she answered truthfully. “Today was…well the last two days, have been too much. Words fail me. Was it really yesterday I was living on a park bench? And today I’m in a veritable castle, literally surrounded by riches. My brother is safe and fed. I find myself at a loss. I am sure this is all a wonderful dream and I’m terrified that I’ll wake up and it will be all over. I’ll be days away from having to make some horrible decision in order to save myself and Warren. And yet…” she took the hat from Cassandra’s head, “…I’m holding the most charming bonnet, and it feels real to me.”

Cassandra reclaimed the bonnet and placed it on Olivia’s head, tying the green silk ribbons in a big floppy bow at a jaunty angle under Olivia’s chin. “It’s real,” Cassandra assured her. “I can’t imagine how this must feel for you. Fantastical is probably an understatement.”

Penelope nodded in agreement. “It’s true. You and your brother are safe here.” She rose to her feet. “Come on, Cass. Let’s give Olivia a chance to breathe.” She took her sister’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “Have a rest before dinner. We don’t have any engagements for this evening. It’ll just be family, so there’s no pressure.”

Olivia was sure she’d never be able to rest, not with so many thoughts swirling around in her head that needed sorting out. Amazingly enough, it was only minutes after her head touched the pillow that she was off in a dreamless sleep.

“I like the dapple gray,” the boy pointed towards the mare with authority.

Henry smiled. “Why? What makes that one superior to, say, the black stallion over there?” He pointed with his walking stick at a random black horse following a tether as a groom led him through the paddocks.

Warren glanced over his shoulder at the black horse but subsequently paid it very little mind. Henry watched with enjoyment as the lad processed everything he’d learned today about quality horseflesh. He waited patiently for Warren to formulate his argument.

“Well.” He peeked nervously at Henry out of the corner of his eye and then continued with a tad more confidence. “The gray has a bigger rear end than the black. Her haunches are more developed, and her legs seem longer compared to her body than the other.”

“Good!” Henry told the beaming boy. “You’re a quick study.”

“Also, the mare is prettier.”

“Indeed,” answered a deep voice from behind. “Always go for the prettier girl, although it’s never good form to mention the size of her backside.”

Henry recognized the voice of his friend, Christian Bellings, Duke of Morewether. Well, his voice and the outrageously inappropriate comment. He plucked his watch from his fob pocket and made a show of checking the time. “Up awfully early, aren’t you, Morewether?”

The Duke shrugged and grinned the smile of a dedicated reprobate. “There’s a filly here today I’m interested in. I left one pretty little filly to buy another,” he finished with a wistfully comical sigh.

“I’m sure you’d be hard-pressed to say which one costs you more.”

“The cost doesn’t matter when you weigh in the return. One pays me back in coin, the other…”

Henry prudently interrupted before the conversation turned too blue. “And on that note, let me introduce you to my young friend.” Henry placed a hand on Warren’s shoulder. “This is Master Warren Barton.”

Morewether extended a hand to the boy for a friendly shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, young man.”

Again, Warren amazed Henry with his composure when he shook the duke’s hand like any member of the peerage. “And you, Your Grace. Which horse are you here to see?”

Morewether raised his eyebrows at Henry before focusing his attention on Warren. “There’s a two-year-old thoroughbred here my stable master is keen on.”

A hopeful grin transformed the lad’s face back into that of an excited child. “May I see the horse? Lord Dalton has been teaching me all about purchasing fine horseflesh today.”

Morewether grinned back at the boy, more than happy to discuss one of his two favorite topics. Henry, hardly a prude, was still relieved to have the conversation drift into animal husbandry and away from the duke’s other hobby, women. He didn’t know Miss Goldsleigh well, but he was certain she wouldn’t appreciate her young brother coming home with new and fascinating opinions on bedding merry widows and actresses.

Henry ambled a step or two behind Morewether and Warren and idly watched the crowd as they strolled in the direction of the paddocks. It was an extraordinarily busy day at Tattersall’s. A combination of uncharacteristically clear London sky and a shipment of thoroughbreds with outstanding bloodlines had caused a broad slice of London society to turn out.

Henry tuned back into the conversation. “…can be traced directly to Byerley Turk.” He chuckled when Morewether’s pronouncement of the lineage of the spirited stallion in the pen before them fell flat. Warren stared at the duke expectantly, waiting for further explanation.

“What has Dalton been teaching you if not bloodlines?” Morewether snorted.

Warren looked to Henry for help, but Henry shrugged with one shoulder and grinned. “Anything you ever wanted to know about horses, Lord Morewether is your man.”

“Well, he explained to me about withers and leg ratio and things like that,” Warren told the duke.

“All that is important when buying a horse.” The duke settled into a no-nonsense professorial drone, and Henry tuned him out. Henry and their friends teased Morewether about his obsession with horses and women, but the man did know his stuff – about both topics. Henry didn’t need a refresher course.

Henry stepped to the side and watched the horse dance about the ring. A young lad held on to her leash as she pranced in high, leaping steps, showing off. She was indeed a fine example of equine beauty, but she was too high-spirited for Henry’s needs. He was in the market for sturdy workhorses and solid breeders.

He glanced around the crowd again, paying little attention to the throngs of cocksure young men. Instead, he was looking to see which animals the seasoned stablemen were interested in. Those were the horses Henry would most likely be purchasing. The crowd was denser than it was mere minutes before, and he took several steps to the left in order to see the horses parading on the far side of the paddock.

He made every effort to concentrate on his program and what the other men were saying, but it was the golden-haired waif who occupied his mind: the way her eyelashes fluttered against her cheeks when she slept, the feel of her fingers sliding around his neck and into his hair when he carried her, the sweet, unconscious nuzzling of her cheek into his chest.

He was recounting the smell of her hair when he heard the scream and yelps of the crowd. He’d only stepped a few feet from where Morewether and Warren had been standing, lecturing and learning, and it was close enough to see that Warren no longer stood near the top rungs of the paddock. He shoved back through the crowd at a run as the duke launched himself over the fencing. In a lightning-fast inventory, Henry took in the form of Warren lying on the ground, the skittish mare screaming in terrifying, high-pitched shrieks and stamping the ground dangerously close to the boy, the trainer ineffectually pulling on her tether.

Henry placed his right foot on the middle rung and vaulted the fence, swinging his legs over the top and landing on the soft dirt next to Warren. Morewether had grabbed the lead from the petrified young man and, using his bulk and eerie skill with horses, was moving the frantic beast farther across the pen and away from the unconscious lad. Henry scooped the boy into his arms, noting the sickening swing of his right arm at the elbow. He was prepared to climb back over the railing, but fortunately one of the grooms opened the wide gate enough for him to slip through and into the throng of people. Mindful of Warren’s injury, Henry strode through the crowd, his intent and mien of purposeful authority clearing a path before him towards the large circular drive. Halfway to the glut of carriages blocking the avenue, Morewether caught up with him.

“Christ.” The duke was breathing heavily. “One minute he was there, the next he was flying over the fence. His arm looks bad.”

“I’ll have the doctor called immediately upon getting him home.” Henry looked up and down the drive for his carriage. Hell, it was nowhere to be found.

“Let’s take mine.” Morewether pointed to his open phaeton.

Situated in the seat, the duke expertly drove his matching blacks at a fast pace, weaving through the traffic. Henry tried to ignore the guilt that settled in the pit of his stomach. Olivia’d kept her brother alive for months in the city with no money and no prospects, and he’d nearly killed him in one afternoon. Damn. Damn. Damn.





Chapter Eight


Olivia raced down the hall, her hair, unbound from her nap, streaming behind her. She was barefoot and most likely had a crease on her face from the pillow, but she didn’t care. She slowed to round a corner, grabbed the wall for support then picked up her pace as she counted off the rooms. She need not have done so as it was obvious which room was his. Lord Dalton paced in front of the door, his back to her, his head bowed and his hands running through his ruffled hair.

She slowed to a trot, a walk and then stopped several paces away from Dalton, her heart in her stomach. “My lord?” she asked, her voice little more than a terrified breath.

Henry turned on his heel, his expression stricken, and Olivia knew it must be the worst. Her hand flew to her mouth, but a squeaky sob escaped nonetheless.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Goldsleigh,” she heard him say, his voice a distant sound behind the roaring in her ears.

“Oh, Warren.” Olivia sobbed, her eyes shut against the truth that shown so clearly on Lord Dalton’s face. It can’t be true. It can’t be true. Oh God, no, it can’t be true. Strong hands settled on her shoulders, easing her down as she sank to the floor.

“Miss Goldsleigh.” Lord Dalton shook her gently. The low timbre of his voice eased its way past her mounting hysteria and slipped into her ear. “Miss Goldsleigh.”

Olivia gripped his arms with both hands, her fingers wrapped around his biceps, and leaned her forehead against his shoulder. She clung to him like an oak in a flood, desperate, while the grief poured over her. This was nothing like when her parents died. They had been ill, and though she didn’t want to admit it at the time, towards the end, she knew their deaths were imminent. Warren was so young and the last of her family. Now she was all alone. Really and truly alone.

“Miss Goldsleigh.” Lord Dalton said her name more firmly.

“How did he die?” she whispered, her words so thin they could scarcely be heard.

He shook his head. She didn’t understand. “Die? He’s not dead.”

“Henry, what have you done?” Lady Dalton strode out of Warren’s open doorway.

Olivia glanced between Lord Dalton and his mother. Lord Dalton ignored his parent and placed a finger under her chin to bring her gaze back to him. “Warren’s not dead, Miss Goldsleigh. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

“But the maid who woke me said he was in a horrible accident.”

Lady Dalton clucked her tongue in frustration. “Stupid girl. Who sends a tweeny to give news like that? Olivia, sweetheart, stand up. Your brother has a broken arm. That is all.” The lady handed Olivia a scented handkerchief.

“I don’t understand.” That was an understatement. Olivia was feeling distinctly lightheaded. She looked to Lord Dalton for further explanation and realized she was still clutching his arm. She willed her fingers to release him, to lessen their grip on the fine wool of his jacket. “She said he was in a horrible accident, then Lord Dalton looked so…”

“I apologize, Miss Goldsleigh. I truly didn’t mean to frighten you.” Lord Dalton’s voice rumbled and soothed across her nerves. He smiled gently, drawing her attention from the strength in his arm to his smile, and she was momentarily distracted.

She stared at him and blinked several times, trying to grasp what the two of them were telling her. “Are you saying Warren is not dead?”

Lord Dalton nodded, but it was his mother who answered her question. “Oh, heavens, no!” The marchioness moved to the side so Olivia could see into her brother’s room. The bump of feet under the coverlet was still, but there was a doctor in the room speaking to whomever lay in the bed, which implied the bump was alive or else the doctor was even more confused than she. “He has a broken arm,” Lady Dalton repeated. “Come see for yourself.” The marchioness swept back into the room clearly expecting Olivia to be right behind her.

“We’ll speak more later,” Lord Dalton promised her. He gave her hand a quick, reassuring squeeze. “And again, I sincerely apologize for causing you undue distress. It was not my intention, I assure you. It is my hope you will still feel welcome in my home.”

Olivia longed to say something eloquent back to the man who had done so much for them in so little time. Something that would guarantee he would understand how grateful she was for everything, but words were not forthcoming. It didn’t matter what Lord Dalton thought he’d done. Short of actually killing her brother, Olivia couldn’t imagine what the man could do that would cause her to be so annoyed with him that she’d storm out of his house.

Instead she blinked at him again, her brain fuzzy with all the realizations in the last several minutes. The concentrated attention of the gorgeous man in front of her did not help her gain her intellectual footing. “F-f-fine. I’m fine.” She stammered out the words. “Thank you, Lord Dalton.”

Blue eyes. She couldn’t see anything in the hallway but the intense blue of his eyes smiling back at her. She had no idea how long she stood there like a gaping ninny, mesmerized by him, before Lady Dalton called from the bedroom roused her from her stupor.

“Go in and see your brother.”

Warren.

She released Lord Dalton’s hand and rushed into her brother’s room, leaving the Apollo with the compelling blue eyes in the hallway.

Olivia spent the rest of the afternoon and evening in her brother’s room trying to assuage her own guilt over his accident. Intellectually, there wasn’t one single thing she should be feeling guilty about, but her sense of responsibility ran too deep. If she’d handled things differently at home, differently with her cousin, none of this would have happened.

The boy had napped fitfully off and on, but for now he was awake and telling her about his day spent with the marquess before the accident.

“First we went to his tailor, and the funny little man measured me at least a hundred times. Dalton told me—”

Olivia interrupted, “You mean the marquess? You didn’t call him Dalton, did you?”

“Yes I did,” he declared. Olivia threw her head back and looked at the ceiling in exasperation. “He told me to. He really did. Anyway, he said I was too big now for little boy clothes, so the tailor fitted me for trousers and stuff. That wasn’t especially fun, sort of boring actually, but after that we went to his club for lunch.”

“You went to his club? Which one? What was it like?”

“It smelled like Father’s study but even more so,” he explained. “There were lots of gentlemen there.” He grinned. “There was roast for lunch. But they didn’t have any strawberries.”

“You were gone all day though. What else did you do?”

“After Henry had his meeting, that’s when we went to Tattersall’s.” Warren’s eyes shone with the delight of the memory of going to the famous horse auctions. “The horses were beautiful. And Dalton and the duke taught me all about them. I had the best day.”

“It sounds like you did.” She laughed, forced into a lighter mood by virtue of his excitement.

“What about you?” he inquired. “Didn’t you have any fun today?”

“Yes. It was a bit much is all. I don’t want to complain. We’ve been so very fortunate.”

“Are you afraid it’s going to end?”

Olivia sighed. “Well, it will have to at some point. We can’t stay here forever.”

“Dalton told me this could be my room as long as I want.”

“I don’t mean we’ll have to leave straightaway.” She didn’t want to leave any more than her brother did. There was a lot to be said for clean sheets and a dearth of pimps stalking her in the hallway. “I’ll come up with a plan. For now, Lady Evelyn wishes to sponsor me for the season. She seems to think she can find me a husband.”

Warren’s pensive reaction to the plan wasn’t what she expected. “You’ll need to be careful, Livvy. Make sure you don’t pick someone like Reginald.”

“I should hope not.”

“Pick someone like Lord Dalton,” Warren suggested.

“I’ll do my best. But I’ll be happy to find a nice quiet gentleman who also loves my younger brother.”

She didn’t think it was possible, but her brother’s expression grew even more thoughtful. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

“What do you mean, ‘I’ll be fine?’ You don’t honestly think I would marry a man who wouldn’t have you with us?” All this grown-up behavior was more than a little disconcerting. “We haven’t been through all this together for me to run off and leave you now.” Olivia was heartened to see him grin with relief. “Besides, I don’t really expect things will work out in the miraculous way Lady Evelyn seems to think they will. Hopefully I’ll be able to think of a plan in the meantime.”

A plan.

The requirements for the plan were getting more complicated by the minute. There was the huge tally of clothes in her room to reimburse the marquess for. She would have to remember when she searched for the bills from the modistes and such that she would also have to find the ones from the tailor. She’d failed to consider all the clothes and other necessary items purchased for Warren as well. The hole she was standing in was now at least chest-high. If she wasn’t very, very careful, she was going to be buried alive in Mayfair. At least she’d be well dressed in her coffin.

Her brother, so small in the giant guest bed, sobered her up.

“Does it still hurt?” Olivia asked her brother while they scraped the pudding bowls with silver spoons. The tray with their dinner plates sat discarded on the ottoman. Warren half-reclined, propped up in bed, pillows behind him and underneath his arm to support it.

“Umhmmmmmm,” Warren hummed out his answer, his mouth full of banana pudding.

Olivia unfolded her legs from underneath her and rose from the chair next to his bed. “More or less than earlier?” She took his empty bowl and placed it with the rest of the dishes on the tray. It pained her to see her young brother wince. She helped him to lie comfortably on the mattress, removing the pillows from behind him and arranging them around his bandaged and splinted arm. Still the boy winced and inhaled sharply at the slight jostling her arrangement caused him. “You need not be so brave, Warren. I’m certain it pains you terribly.”

“I’m a man now.” The set of his jaw showed determination that at once made her proud and saddened her immensely. “If I’m to be a man, then I can’t cry at every little thing.”

“This is hardly any little thing.” Olivia gingerly sat next to him. far enough away to not cause him any more pain. “You fell from a very tall height and broke your arm – quite severely Lord Dalton’s physician tells me.”

“I didn’t fall!” Warren raised his voice, and then the tears started. “I didn’t fall.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Olivia brushed the bangs from his forehead, surprised by his sudden change in mood. “It was an accident and no one is upset with you.”

“Dalton will never want me to go anywhere with him. Now I’m a nuisance, and I’ll never get to go anywhere good ever.” Now that his tears got a foothold, the young-man façade slipped away and her brother was ten years old again, hurt and confused and sad.

“I don’t think that’s true.” Olivia stroked his leg over the blankets. “Lord Dalton was quite concerned about your fall. He actually thought I’d be angry at him for letting anything happen to you.”

Warren sniffed and wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his nightshirt. “Really? You’re not mad at him, are you? It wasn’t his fault, you know. Or His Grace’s fault either.”

“No, I’m not,” Olivia assured her brother with a pat on the knee.

Warren pursed his lips and creased his brow in thought. He appeared to be vacillating whether or not to tell her something. Olivia waited a moment for him to decide, watching his face while he contemplated whatever it was that disturbed him. It was a struggle, but she waited and was finally rewarded when Warren cleared his throat and made eye contact with her. She smiled in as encouraging a fashion as she was able.

“I didn’t fall.” When she didn’t respond, he continued, “I was pushed.”

Olivia eyed her brother with suspicion. “You’re not trying to say Lord Dalton pushed you?”

“No!”

“And His Grace didn’t push you either.” It was a statement not a question. The boy wasn’t usually prone to flights of fancy such as this. Maybe the pain was getting to him even more than she suspected.

Warren sighed heavily, allowing his annoyance with her to show. “Don’t be stupid. Of course the duke didn’t push me. Why would he push me?”

“I’m sure I don’t know why anyone would push you.” Olivia rose from the bed and adjusted the covers, smoothing out the wrinkles and folding the hem of the sheet over the blanket before pulling it up over Warren’s chest.

“Stop tucking me in like I’m a baby,” he insisted. Olivia withdrew her hands and straightened next to his bed, giving him her full attention. “I’m not trying to say Dalton or Lord Morewether pushed me. I’m saying someone pushed me.”

Pushed him? “How can you be sure? Everything must have happened very fast. It was probably confusing with all the crowds and the noise.”

“I felt two hands on my back shove me.” His voice and expression matter-of-fact.

Who would have shoved him? Why? “I don’t know what to say to that, honey. Mrs. Greene and Mr. Fennyman couldn’t know where we are, and they certainly wouldn’t be at Tattersall’s buying horses.”

Warren shrugged at her, his countenance grim. “I’m just saying I was pushed.”

“I believe you, but still, it must have been an accident.” It had to be. “Let’s not think about it any more tonight.” Olivia measured out a small amount of the laudanum the physician left to help Warren rest. “Whatever happened, honey, I’m glad you’re all right.” Warren eyed the glass and the liquid it held skeptically. “Come on. Mamma always said you heal best while you’re sleeping.” When he wrinkled his nose, she laughed at his boyish display. “I know your arm hurts, and you won’t get any sleep if you don’t drink this. Stop trying to be brave.”

After he drank it down, she tucked him in with a kiss and closed his door tight.

Pushed? Certainly not. She couldn’t take any more complications right now.





Chapter Nine


Olivia stopped to check on Warren before she headed downstairs for breakfast. When she poked her head in the room, she found her brother lazing in bed and Lord Dalton’s youngest sister, Helen, reading to him from a massive book of tales of King Arthur.

“How are you feeling this morning?”

“Morning, Livvy.” Warren smiled, and Helen paused in her reading.

“I’m keeping him company, Miss Goldsleigh,” the girl told her and gestured unnecessarily with her book.

“I see.” Olivia noted an empty breakfast tray with satisfaction. He couldn’t be too miserable if he was eating. “Don’t monopolize all of Helen’s day. I’m sure she has other things to do today besides keep you entertained.”

“Oh no,” Helen said, her air of solemn dignity charming. “I have nothing to do except maths and French verb conjugations. Believe me, this is much more important.”

Warren shrugged with his good arm. Olivia closed the door to the sounds of knights and ladies and swords in stone.

Olivia smiled and thanked the giant of a butler when he opened the breakfast room door for her. She literally had to tilt her head all the way back to look him in the eye.

“Good morning, Miss Goldsleigh.” The new voice was pleasantly deep.

“Oh, good morning to you, my lord.” She curtsied to Lord Dalton.

“I trust you slept well,” he asked, laying his news sheets to the side of his plate.

Olivia nodded. “I did, thank you very much.” She surveyed the morning repast displayed on the buffet.

“I stopped off at Warren’s room on the way down this morning,” Lord Dalton informed her.

“As did I. Your youngest sister was reading him tales of high adventure.” Mmm, blueberry muffins.

Lord Dalton chuckled. “Helen is always looking for another pet. Since I refused her latest request of a squirrel, she’s probably decided your brother will do nicely for the time being.”

Olivia paused with a ladle full of egg and hollandaise sauce and turned to look directly at the marquess. “A squirrel?”

“Oh, indeed. Prior to that, she’d read a true account of the exploring Scotsman, Mungo Park, complete with pencil illustrations, and decided that a hippopotamus would enjoy living in our pond.”

“I should think the squirrel would be preferable to a hippopotamus.” Olivia contemplated the image of a squirrel running loose around this fine house with all the priceless objets d’art. “Well maybe not. At least the hippopotamus would stay in the yard.”

An attentive servant placed her full plate on the table to Dalton’s right. She nodded her thanks to him for a cup of tea.

“One would hope.” Dalton regained his seat and grinned at her. “Before the hippo, there were impassioned pleas for a wolf, a boa constrictor and, let me make sure I get this right, a Double-eyed Fig Parrot.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows in question.

“From what I understand, they have the appropriate number of eyes at two. They’re from somewhere in Australia,” Dalton told her with a dismissive flick of a thick, masculine wrist.

“I think it’s impressive she’s read so many books on exploring for a girl her age.” Her taste buds did a little dance of joy at the blueberry muffin slathered in butter.

“I certainly don’t discourage her.” Dalton drank from a steaming coffee cup. “But I did take pause when I learned she was saving her pin money for a trip to Borneo.”

Olivia expelled a surprised breath. “Borneo! Well, I dare say, I wouldn’t worry about it. It will take a lot of saving to get to Borneo. Something else will catch her fancy by then.” She could only imagine how expensive a trip to Borneo would cost. She knew precisely how costly a trip to America was, and that had to be an easier voyage to plan than Borneo.

“To God’s ears!” Dalton’s smile was heart-stopping, dazzling. Like a blithesome, blond hero of myth. Mercy. “Can you imagine what animals she’d come home with from Borneo?”

“Isn’t that where pygmies are from?”

“No.” Dalton shook his head. “Pygmies are from Africa. But they do have giant orange apes in Borneo.”

“Oh, right, orange-a-somethings? I’ll bet she could fit several of them in a steamer trunk.”

“You appear to have read quite a bit yourself, Miss Goldsleigh.” He still wore the intoxicating smile, and now his eyes watched her with focused interest that made her suddenly quite shy.

“My father was a scholar. He read everything, so there were always plenty of books to enchant and educate.”

Dalton nodded in approval. “Speaking of scholarly pursuits, I took the liberty of informing Helen’s governess she would have another student as soon as Warren is feeling well enough to venture into the schoolroom. I’ll interview a tutor for him soon. Assuming that’s all right with you.”

Olivia was astounded, shocked enough to forget the muffins and jam and eggs on her plate. A gentleman asking for her opinion, nay, her permission. Remarkable. Still, she had no idea how long they would be staying and living off the marquess’s generosity. How much did a tutor cost? Were they paid a salary? Did room and board count in the salary?

“Miss Goldsleigh?”

Olivia jerked out of her own head. “No, thank you very much for asking. I don’t mind, of course. I hate to have him get too settled in and attached, but a schoolroom’s a good place for him.” A thousand times better than chumming up with a gang of housebreaking ruffians.

Dalton captured her gaze and held it, his azure eyes beguiling. “Please think of this as your home for as long as you need to. As you can see, we have more than enough room for you. You mustn’t think that you’re putting me or my family out in any way.”

Olivia considered the man for a long moment from across the expanse of table. He was truly disconcertingly handsome. And from all the evidence she’d seen, he was a good one, too. To say that was refreshing was the understatement of the century. If there was one thing she had learned from her sojourn in Seven Dials, it was that men, almost unilaterally, were not to be trusted. If they weren’t groping at her, or trying to cheat her, then they were asleep or dead. It appeared perhaps Lord Dalton was sent from heaven to restore her faith in the masculine universe. But could she allow him to go to the trouble of taking on Warren’s schooling? Was there such a thing as too much generosity? And was it really free or, like so many other things, was there a secret price to be revealed later?

“Frankly, I have no idea how I’ll ever repay you. However, I do not intend to accept your offer carte blanche. My conscience can’t allow me to take advantage of your hospitality indefinitely.”

Lord Dalton’s eyebrows went up at that, and she held out a hand, palm up in a quieting gesture before he had a chance to interrupt. She continued, “I am also not a fool, and considering my other options, which are horrifying at worst and meager at best, I am thankful you are allowing my brother and I to stay, for a while at least, until I can regroup and formulate a plan.” All of her hopes resided with a solicitor she couldn’t visit.

“Certainly,” he conceded. “So long as you realize you are both welcome. We have the resources to help you, and they are being offered in good faith, so take it for what it is.”

Olivia looked away, breaking their gaze. It was very intimate, the way he captivated her attention, and a small but not unpleasant shudder pass through her, sort of a hint of awareness of him she’d not felt with other men. Perhaps it was because he hadn’t started their budding friendship with a two-handed grope. She hadn’t owned the luxury of girlish fancies in many months, and the direction her thoughts were headed now took a decidedly dreamlike hue. The way the sun came through the windows behind him—would it be too much to ask for a knight in shining armor?

Don’t be absurd, Olivia. There is no such thing as knights in shining armor in this day and age. Smart girls take care of themselves.

And smart girls know when to accept help.

They ate their breakfast in silence for a few minutes. The sound of crunching bacon and the clatter of silver against the china mingled with the rustle of the news sheet to make up the symphony of a companionable breakfast. Finally, Lord Dalton cleared his throat and looked at her pointedly.

“Yes?” she asked, the last bite of eggs poised halfway to her mouth.

“I had a grand time with your brother yesterday—before the accident.” He qualified his statement. “I was thinking it would be nice to get to know you better, too.”

Olivia didn’t know what response was actually required for that statement, so she simply blinked at him.

“Do you ride?” he asked.

“I’m from the country,” she noted modestly. “I ride, not often enough for my tastes, but yes I do enjoy riding.”

Dalton stood from the table. “At the risk of setting tongues wagging, would you like to go for a ride through the park this morning? My man purchased some horses Warren and I had gone to Tattersall’s for in the first place, and they were delivered to the stables this morning. Care to take them through their paces with me?”

“That would be most agreeable. As fate would have it, your aunt demanded I get a riding habit yesterday. Who would have thought it would come in handy so quickly?” She also stood from the table, and they walked out towards the main hall in companionable company.

“If there are any ladies in the entire city of London who know more than mine about necessary fashion, then I don’t know who they are. At least this time, I can be grateful for their way about a modiste.” Dalton chuckled.

“If you’ll give me a few minutes, I’ll be ready.”

“Shall we say half an hour?”

“That will be perfect.” Olivia traipsed up the stairs, excitement mounting. Shopping may have intimidated her, but riding was something she knew and enjoyed and felt confident doing. And it didn’t cost anything.

Her riding habit was honey-colored velvet and the height of fashion with its military-style embellishments and braiding on the Spencer jacket. She adored this dress and she knew she looked fantastic in it. The long train gave an illusion of height, so she didn’t seem quite so tiny, and the color was outstanding. The warm honey shade next to her hair gave her a lovely glow and lent her an unusual self-assuredness.

While Natalie was adjusting the precious matching hat with the quirky little tassel, Olivia assessed herself in the looking glass. She didn’t appear too young, or too pale or all of the other things she was too of. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. She did seem too thin. Her cheeks were still gaunt—she turned her face to the left to see her profile—and her nose seemed a bit too pointy or something.

“There you are, miss.” her maid interrupted her critical analysis. “Pretty as a picture.”

Olivia turned from the mirror and her self-assessment to smile at the young maid. “Thank you.”

Olivia skipped down the stairs, anticipating her ride in the park and an outlet for her nervous energy.





Chapter Ten


Dalton felt inexplicably anxious at the thought of Miss Goldsleigh and Warren leaving. His reaction was a bit annoying, actually. After all, it wasn’t like he didn’t have enough people in this house to be concerned about. Sometimes the mantle of responsibility wore him very thin. In fact, his escape fantasies were getting more vivid by the day, waking dreams about hopping a ship and sailing away to the South Pole or sub-Saharan Africa. Hell, even Borneo.

And he felt boring and bored. And predictable. And restless. And he was going nowhere. Not to Istanbul or Outer Mongolia or even to see the Rocky Mountains in America. Not with four sisters and all the rest to take care of. And now he was resistant to letting two more responsibilities go their merry way? He needed his head examined.

Sigh.

And yet.

The girl was intriguing. It seemed this tiny slip of a girl had more to her than met the eye. He had already been impressed with her ability to survive. He wondered how many young men of the ton, when dealt with her challenges, would have survived with as little to work with as she’d had. And she’d kept her brother alive as well. That was a feat worth respecting, whether you were a man or a woman.

She was also quick wit. And intelligent. And beautiful. Lord, let’s not forget beautiful. She was a perfect, compact female apparition of…of…of loveliness. That was poorly said, but for lack of better words, that’s exactly what she was: a tiny, beautiful lady with a porcelain doll’s face. Well, tiny wasn’t right, and compact felt more like a box than the appropriate word to describe her. Perhaps he found her so interesting because petite ladies were not his regular type. He was usually drawn to tall, willowy women like his mother and sisters. Like Francesca, his former fiancée. Olivia’s head barely reached his shoulder. All he’d have to do was bend his neck and he could kiss the top of her head.

Not that he was going to do that. He didn’t plan to kiss any part of her. Although…

Twice now he’d carried her in his arms. That second time, when she’d curled into his chest, her slender fingers had slid around his neck and she’d nuzzled into his jacket—well that had been very nice, indeed. There was no way carrying a tall woman in that fashion would have been quite so pleasing.

And her toes. Remember her toes, the way they had peeped out from under the nightdress. Toes and a bit of well-turned ankle. It was a damned good thing he was going riding this morning because if he was going to keep getting randy about toes…

Dalton was waiting for her in the grand entrance hall when she descended the stairs. He was finishing up with his secretary giving a few more instructions, when he looked up and saw her, a vision of young loveliness in her riding habit.

It wasn’t her shy smile or prettily coifed hair under the silly little hat that kept his gaze. The riding habit cut in the military fashion fit snugly to her frame, the velvet lovingly molded around her breasts, proving yet again that she was no child despite her stature. In fact, there was a little more up there than he’d originally estimated. Not that he’d spent all that much time calculating how big of a handful there was or wasn’t, but now his hands were damn near flexing to cup her and get actual tactile knowledge.

His man excused himself and left Dalton standing alone in the hall. It was patently obvious he wasn’t going to give the man any more of his attention anyway.

“Miss Goldsleigh.” He held out his arm to her when she stepped from the last riser. “Don’t you look like a ray of sunshine.” It was a statement, not a question. The likeness was astounding, he realized, once his errant gaze slid back to her face.

Olivia dipped in a curtsy. “Thank you, my lord.” She took his arm, and they swept out the door.

Dalton had ordered the two new grays saddled, and they were waiting at the curb, the horses dancing about in anticipation. The animals were more high-strung than he remembered. He’d thought he was getting work animals.

First, he had mangled the brother and now he was about to permanently disfigure the china doll by forcing her to ride a wild animal. What am I thinking? “Do you think you’ll be able to handle him?”

“My hands are itching to get a hold of the reins. Where is the block?” She turned in a circle, looking for the step that would help her up to the sidesaddle.

Dalton chuckled at her eagerness. Let’s hope she has as good a seat as she thinks she does. “No need.” He slid his hands around her tiny waist, and before she could protest he lifted her effortlessly up to the sidesaddle. Warmed at the pleasure of having her in his grasp again, Dalton’s hands lingered at her waist for an extra heartbeat before finding her boot and tucking it into the stirrup.

The horse shuffled about, but Dalton was gratified to see Olivia had a firm but gentle hand on the stallion, and it settled at her coaxing. They headed down the street to the park, the sky clear and the sun shining. The usual haze that set about London wasn’t as prevalent as usual, and the air felt clean. Olivia took in a deep breath and raised her face to the sunshine.

“What a magnificent day, wouldn’t you agree, Lord Dalton?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “I know it’s not really the thing in the ton to discuss the hardships Warren and I have endured, but at the risk of sounding like the country bumpkin I am, it would have been nice to have had this kind of weather when I was spending the night in the park instead of merely riding in it.”

Dalton was amazed at her frankness. “I’m sure the evenings were rather chilly.”

Olivia wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to dwell on that nastiness. Let’s talk about something else. Tell me about you, Lord Dalton.”

“Me? What’s there to know? I inherited my title years ago when I was fifteen.”

“So long ago,” she teased. “And you’re what now, forty? Forty-five?”

At seven and twenty, the marquess knew he didn’t look the age she’d chosen to tease him with, but sometimes he felt it. “I think my sisters would tell you I’m plenty crotchety at considerably younger than forty.”

“Is that you in a nutshell?” She gave him a genuine smile, and he was dazzled. This getting-to-know-you outing was turning out to be quite a bit more stimulating than he’d imagined it would be when it occurred to him earlier. “You are a marquess and nothing more? Somehow, I doubt that.”

Dalton raised his eyebrows. “Oh, you do? Well, I am surely more than my title. What do you want to know? That I like puppies and children?”

Olivia shot him a sideways glance at the flippant response. They rode next to each other, not so close as to incite curiosity from the other early riders in the park, but near enough to speak in low tones. Also close enough that Dalton could smell her, a feminine combination of scented oils and lotions. Everything about this woman assailed all of his senses then raced directly to his pants. Wouldn’t you think I’d be immune to womanly flirtations?

He blinked to clear his head and purposefully leaned away from her. The movement served two purposes, both centered on self-preservation. It had become necessary to make some adjustments in his trousers, and her scent was not improving problem number one.

She tilted her head to the side and assessed him. He felt her eyes on him and turned to watch her in return. To his credit, he was stalwart under her scrutiny. Nevertheless, he knew she was sizing him up. Her glance felt like a caress roaming from his hair and shoulders down past his waistcoat and lingered at his thigh and knee. Mercifully, his jacket hid his body’s reaction to how her brazen regard affected him.

“So do I pass the test?” he asked. “Or would you like me to get off the horse and turn in a circle for you?”

“I’m sorry.” She jerked her eyes away her face ablaze with a heated blush. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“I’m not embarrassed,” he assured her. “Intrigued, but not embarrassed. It’s not every day I’m leered at by a lovely young woman.”

She let out an alarmed little huff. “I was not leering. I was…assessing. No wait, that didn’t come out right.”

He chuckled. “Is appraising the word you’re looking for?”

“In my defense, I was thinking you are more than your tonnish image would suggest,” Olivia explained, and then continued with some chagrin, “however nice the image.”

“Either way, thank you for the compliment.” He took off his hat and bowed to her from his saddle. “You asked me who I am. Well that’s a rather complicated question, I suppose. It so happens that I do like puppies and children, among other things. I suppose I’m a typical gentleman of the ton. I like horses and horse racing, as your brother will tell you. I belong to a gentlemen’s club. I enjoy reading. I do not enjoy shopping, regardless of how often my sisters make me go, and I’m sure there are other things, but all in all I suppose it’s rather dull to a young lady.”

“Don’t be so sure. Many of those things interest a country girl, too.” She glanced around her at the scenery. They had entered the park through the Grosvenor Gate and ridden across the grass towards Rotten Row. There were a few other riders taking the morning air, but generally the park was empty. Spring was in full swing, and greenery smelled fresh and new, the flowers bright, the colors vibrant.

“All right then, it’s your turn,” he said, interrupting her reverie.

“Pardon?”

“I’ve told you about me. So now it’s your turn.”

“Talk about uninteresting,” she deferred, but as soon as she saw he wasn’t going to be deterred, she sighed and continued. “As you’ve learned, I enjoy riding. I enjoyed visiting with the people in my village. Many of them were elderly—most of the young people have moved away here to London. I love the country, the smells, and the soft grass under my feet. One of my favorite things in the whole world was to lie in the grass in the garden and look up at the stars.” She darted a glance over to him and then looked quickly away. “I’m sure the London ton would find my simple pleasures to be anything but stimulating.”

“On the contrary.” He smiled at her. “That last sounds like something I would love to experience.”

Olivia gave him a tentative smile, and her blush deepened. Her smiles were few and far between. Still, she was so magnificent when her face blossomed that way, he decided then and there to evoke more of them.

They rode in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the quiet of the morning and the beauty of the day.

“When did your parents die?” he asked, hoping he wasn’t being too intrusive.

If the question bothered her, she didn’t show it. “My mother died when I was a little girl. About five months ago, my father and stepmother caught the influenza that took so many in our village. After my father and stepmother died, well, things were so busy then. Many in the village were sick from the same influenza. There were so many funerals to plan that I never really had a chance to take the time and mourn them. I think I was mostly numb. After about a month, my cousin, Reginald, came.” Henry doubted she even realized she made a face when she said the man’s name. “He was my father’s heir, his younger brother’s son, since Father had no sons of his own. Warren was from my stepmother’s first marriage. Reginald started his reign of terror then.”





Chapter Eleven


“Please excuse my intrusion, but if you don’t mind, what do you mean by ‘his reign of terror’?”

What did she mean by his reign of terror? Oh dear, well this opened a big box of worms, now didn’t it. She’d been distracted by a beautiful man and walked right into verbal quicksand.

Olivia forced herself to take a deep breath and remain calm so she could think clearly. Lying to this man was unconscionable, but what choice did she have? The minute the marquess found out she’d killed Reginald, she and Warren would be out on their ears. There’d be no transport to Australia for her. She’d hang for certain.

No one cared to hear the words self-defense or rape, either. None of that mattered. What mattered was a titled man was dead at their hand. Her hand. It also didn’t matter that she hadn’t shot the gun. She’d tell everyone she did. She’d rather the authorities thought she’d done it in order to give Warren a chance at a normal life.

She stroked the massive gray neck of the horse and glanced over at Lord Dalton. He watched her with a look of patient interest. His lips formed a small, encouraging smile. Would she feel as guilty about lying if she wasn’t so attracted to him?

“My cousin was never a pleasant person,” Olivia began tentatively, feeling her way. “He swept in and routed the entire house. He treated Warren abominably and for all intents and purposes kept me prisoner there.” She’d kept as close to the truth as possible but didn’t give away too much of the story, hoping Dalton would be too well-mannered to demand more details.

No luck. Lord Dalton’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean he kept you prisoner?”

Sigh. “Prisoner only in the sense that he wouldn’t let me leave.”

Dalton’s eyebrows rose. “What other sense of prisoner is there?”

Olivia blinked at him several times and patted the horse’s neck in an effort to give herself a minute to think.

“How long did he keep you there?” Dalton demanded, bringing his horse to a stop and grabbing the bridle of her mount to halt it next to his.

“Several weeks,” but then she added hastily when Dalton’s mien darkened, “but it wasn’t that way in the beginning.”

“Then please tell me from the beginning.” He didn’t look like he was going to release her horse anytime soon.

“When he arrived, he…well he didn’t do anything wrong other than act like himself. He terrorized the housekeeper into leaving. I’d known Mrs. Humphrey all my life, and it was horrible to see her go, but she was under his employ in his house. The first week he was there…” Olivia paused and took in a deep breath, “…he emptied Father’s library and burned all his books in the garden.” Her voice ended in a hiccup while she tried to control her emotions. She mustn’t cry over this in front of him. She would never get the books back. There was no use crying over it.

“Burned the books? Why?” Dalton shook his head. “Why?”

Olivia pinched her nose to stop the tears. “He said books were for weak men. I tried to stop him, and I burned my hand.” She clinched her right fist at the memory of that pain, healed now without even a scar to show for it. She couldn’t bring herself to say Reginald had slapped her that day, too. After the days her parents died, that was the worst day of her life. It was like losing her father all over again.

“Now I’ve upset you.” Lord Dalton handed her a starched square of linen. “Miss Goldsleigh, I’m so sorry.”

“No, I’m quite all right.” Olivia dabbed at the tears she couldn’t stop from coming after all. “It’s just that the books were… When I was in the library…I felt closest to my father there.”

“Certainly, I understand.” Dalton smiled at her, his deep blue eyes so much gentler than they were minutes before. “My room, my sanctuary, was my father’s room, too. It’s been twelve years and I still feel him there.”

Maybe he did understand. “It never gets better?” Her life had been upside down since her parents got sick, and now she’d give almost anything to smell Poppa’s pipe and talk about something interesting one of them had read. She had been living on the faith that impossible desire would pass.

Dalton released the bridle of her horse and smiled at her with obvious empathy. “It does get easier. Give yourself some time.” His voice soothed, the baritone rumbling over her and shoring up her waning strength. He clucked his tongue, and his horse eased into a walk ending the overwrought moment.

“It sounds to me as though you and Warren got out just in time.” Lord Dalton nodded at another rider as they passed.

Alarm bells rang in Olivia’s head. “What do you mean?” she asked, taking care to modulate her voice.

“Keeping you prisoner is one thing, as heinous as it was, but it could have become much, much worse.”

Olivia swallowed hard. “Indeed.”

“Pardon my language, Miss Goldsleigh, but the man sounds like a real blackguard. I’d never want you back in the state you were in mere days ago, but I must say how brave it was of you to get away.”

“I find your views on this very enlightened, my lord.”

Lord Dalton’s horse shimmied to the side before he corrected him. “Why? Because I don’t believe anyone should be abused? One cannot live in my house with all my opinionated women and not be attuned to the importance of social injustices.”

Olivia lifted her eyebrows. “You don’t think the best thing to do would be to go back home to him? He is my guardian, my lord and master, is he not?”

“If I thought that was true, don’t you think I would have contacted him already to come and fetch his wayward ward? Who’s to say I haven’t done that already?” He never wavered under her steady gaze. “I’ve pledged you safe harbor in my home, Miss Goldsleigh, and as much assistance as you’ve been willing to accept.”

How refreshing. After the distasteful sojourn in the dregs of London, Olivia never thought she’d hear such progressive opinions from a member of the peerage—rich member at that. She’d come to believe such thoughts were relegated to the philosophers such as her father.

“I believe you’ll have to trust me,” he said.

Olivia smiled at the handsome marquess again and nodded. Trust was turning into a nasty word. How much could she trust him when he had no business trusting her?

“You mentioned your father’s solicitor before.” Thomas nodded to a gentleman on a bay stallion. “He wasn’t able to help you.”

She shrugged.

“So what happened?”

Olivia exhaled a frustrated sigh. Her horse raised its head and rotated its ears at his rider’s distress. “The solicitor’s office has been unavailable. I’ve been to his office several times since we arrived, and he’s always indisposed.” She mimicked the snotty tone of the law clerk. “It’s not as if I expect to be an heiress, but I can’t believe Father left me with nothing.” What she didn’t disclose to Lord Dalton was that she’d never inquired under her real name. She’d hoped to get the solicitor alone and appeal to him as a friend of her father’s to assist her. Still, they’d never seen him enter or leave the establishment, even when she and Warren had sat outside watching for days on end.

“Let me see to that. I’ll send my man around first thing in the morning.” Lord Dalton nodded with finality. “I’m certain he’ll have the situation well in hand in no time.”

Olivia appreciated his willingness to step in and help resolve the problem, but she couldn’t allow him to bring up her name and risk being found. It seemed impossible, and she didn’t have a solution. If the solicitor really had her inheritance, her troubles were over, but getting to the money compounded her risk exponentially. She watched the marquess and thought back to his family, their open goodness and their generosity. It was painfully obvious she was a failure at surviving on her own. It was time to trust someone. She had no choice.

She gave him the name of the solicitor. The expanse between them was not too wide to reach across and lay her hand on his forearm. “It is of the utmost importance that my name not be bandied about. I’m sure you understand that Warren and I are in great danger.”

Lord Dalton nodded with concern. “My man will be most discreet, I assure you. You’ve earned a respite from worry.”

Olivia almost laughed out loud. She’d never stop worrying.

There were so many things she was sorry for, but that the man was dead wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t even especially sorry she’d had a hand in it. One time was too many for Reginald to have knocked Warren unconscious. The guilt she bore at having allowed that to happen more than once still haunted her. She was sorry Warren still had nightmares. She was sorry her little brother’s life would never be the same.

As bad as the fear and hunger had been in London, when she thought back to ducking Reginald’s heavy fisted attacks and his drunken pawing of her, she didn’t feel near as guilty about his death as she should.

But, no, she would never stop worrying.

Dalton watched her as they let the horses have their head and gallop across the grass. She was far away, inside her head, and he supposed she had many months or years left of grieving for her parents. He remembered all too well the feeling of loneliness and despair that seemed to envelope him for days and weeks after his father died. He could imagine how bad it must be for her with no mother to comfort her, no family but a small boy to provide protection when she needed it most.

Lord Dalton’s urge to safeguard her felt elemental, primal. He considered how he’d react if such a thing ever happened to one of his sisters, and he felt homicidal.

He wanted to know more about this cousin of hers, Reginald. He couldn’t bring himself to ask her any more questions. There was no way he could cause her more hurt. It was clearly painful for her to talk about, but that didn’t reduce his need for more information. He didn’t remember hearing her cousin’s name in London, but unless the man went to the same schools he did and ran in the same circles, the odds he’d be acquainted with him were slim. However, Dalton knew people. People who knew people. He’d send a message to his man straightaway and have him start some investigating in Staffordshire. He was also friendly with the chief magistrate at Bow Street. Dalton wanted to learn everything there was to know about Reginald Goldsleigh.

He didn’t think the solicitor would be a problem. If it came down to a legal battle, his own solicitor was top-notch, and he was certain Olivia would prevail with his solicitor’s assistance.

The bastard cousin was out there somewhere, and he deserved, at the very least, a giant piece of Dalton’s mind in the form of a fist to the face.

The man in the trees grimaced and shook his head with callousness when the girl smiled. He noted in his book each time the man touched her. Everything went into the notebook. He was always paid better when the notes were extensive.





Chapter Twelve


When Olivia entered her first London ballroom, it quite frankly took her breath away. She was already dazzled from the line of carriages clogging the streets surrounding the Johnston-Smythe mansion. Even though it was a mild night, it had been decided they would take the enclosed, crested coach as it was the only one big enough for all six of them to arrive together. The windows had been lowered, and a breeze drifted in. Still, the interior of the carriage was crowded with five finely dressed women and one squished gentleman.

It was everything Olivia could do to keep her excitement level under control. As much as the shopping trip had been hectic, getting ready for the ball had turned out to be much more complicated than she’d ever expected. Honestly, preparing for a county assembly did not hold a candle to the womanly rituals involved in a ton ball.

The ladies had been washed and powdered, perfumed and dusted, molded and sculpted into form-flattering undergarments and obscenely expensive dresses. Their hair was brushed and teased and pinned to within an inch of its life. Her neck and wrists were draped with borrowed jewelry, pieces that, if brought back to Seven Dials and pawned, would have bought her and Warren a lifetime of gentle hiding. Regardless of the frivolity of it all her maid, Natalie, had done a marvelous job, and Olivia truly felt like a princess.

When their carriage arrived at the front of the house, their small group paraded up the steps to the grand mansion, the Marchioness of Dalton on her son’s arm as rank required. The young sisters looped arms and walked in together behind them. Lady Evelyn held back and walked with Olivia, taking her hand in both of hers as they made their way through the crowd and over the threshold of the imposing double doors, opened wide to allow the throng past.

Evelyn smiled with satisfaction at the look of wonder Olivia knew must be on her face. “Aren’t you glad you let me sponsor you?”

Olivia gently squeezed her benefactor’s hand. She couldn’t help herself. “Everything is so beautiful. It’s astounding really.”

In the background, the butler announced the Marquess and Marchioness of Dalton, followed by Lady Penelope and Lady Cassandra. She realized with trepidation, but also a little thrill, that she was next. Evelyn whispered to the butler, and then Olivia heard him call out in a steady, clear voice, “Lady Evelyn Langford and Miss Olivia Goldsleigh.” Being announced in a ballroom in such a manner wasn’t precisely incognito, but anyone looking for her wouldn’t be lurking around tonnish ballrooms anyway. Of course, no one paid any attention; after all, one had ever heard of her before.

Relax, for one night. Relax and let yourself feel young again.

Olivia followed Cassandra and Penelope’s lead, smiling at the scores of people to whom she was introduced, knowing she’d never remember their names or titles. Lady Evelyn nodded her approval and smiled triumphantly as her dance card filled with names of eager gentlemen.

She had never been a wallflower at the assemblies back home, but she’d also known every single one of her partners since birth, and often her dance partner was an old man complete with whiskers and false teeth. Despite the voice in her head telling her not to lose perspective in all the excitement, she couldn’t help herself. The candles, the chandeliers, the beautiful people – all of those things, plus a glass or two of champagne, and everything around her sparkled and enticed her with the intoxification of it all.

The orchestra took a small break, and her benefactress tucked Olivia’s hand into the crook of her elbow and drew her into a slow promenade around the outskirts of the ballroom. “How are you enjoying the evening thus far?”

“Very much.”

Lady Evelyn laughed. The happy sound drew looks from other members of the beau monde who smiled in return without even knowing the joke. Olivia was quickly learning the marquess and his family were highly sought after within London’s social circles. It didn’t matter if the gathering was at White’s, or a social committee, or a house party because the Cavendishes were good company, and a party was always that much better if one of them was in attendance.

Olivia wondered how much her involvement with their family would harm their reputation and social standing if she was ever found out. The thought made her stomach clench.

“…and Beatrice told Celeste that very thing, but she’s liable to disagree out of meanness.” Oh dear. Lady Evelyn had been speaking the entire time.

“Ermm.” Olivia nodded as noncommittally as possible.

“You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, I don’t.”

Lady Evelyn’s laugh twinkled through the air around her. “Beatrice and Celeste are unimportant for now. Don’t concern yourself about it.” Lady Evelyn pulled Olivia closer and dropped her voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “I noticed your dance card filled very quickly.”

“I can barely believe it myself,” Olivia admitted. “Who would have thought?”

“I would have thought. I did think.” Lady Evelyn smiled at another couple passing in the opposite direction. “I had no doubt you would slip right into London society with no problem. Have you met any gentlemen you’ve found interesting?”

Olivia’s face warmed. “Everyone has been so nice.”

“Of course, dear. You’re a very lovely and charming young lady, and there are a great many gentlemen here tonight who recognize that. You’ll have no problem finding a suitor this season.”

“That remains to be seen.” Olivia chuckled at Lady Evelyn’s confidence. “A dance does not a proposal make.”

The tinkling laugh reappeared. “Just you wait and see if I’m not right.” The ladies passed the open terrace doors, where the breeze drifted in and played with the loose tendrils of Olivia’s hair. “Humor an old lady and tell me if you’ve found any of the gentlemen promising.”

She’d never really bought into the idea of finding a husband during the season Lady Evelyn sponsored for her. She glanced about the room, scanning the gentlemen in attendance. She’d met several that night who were very handsome, complimentary, or good conversationalists. She did recall a certain dark-haired gentleman who smelled deliciously of warm leather and pipe smoke, and an auburn-haired man whose hair curled enticingly around his ears who’d made her giggle with funny stories while they danced. There were others, too, gentlemen whom she wouldn’t be opposed to spending more time with. One quadrille over the course of one evening, however, didn’t guarantee compatibility. It barely even suggested at it, in fact. How could she know if any of these gentlemen, while pleasing to the eye or her intellect, would accept Warren?

Her gaze continued to travel over the broad shoulders and taller heads of the gentlemen in the room until her eye landed on the one particular man her subconscious had been searching for all along. Lord Dalton had penciled his name on her dance card for the final waltz of the evening, and Olivia, quite unwisely she was sure, anticipated his hands at her waist in a way that didn’t seem prudent.

The evening had moved along at lightning speed. It was hard to worry and self-flagellate when one was chasse jette-ing and counting poussettes in a cotillion, all while maintaining one’s end of a socially acceptable conversation.

Her last partner handed her off to Lord Dalton as the announcing strains of the final waltz filled the room. A little thrill of anticipation skittered through her belly.

“Finally, I get my chance with the belle of the ball.” Lord Dalton placed her hand on his forearm as he led them through the crowd to an empty space on the dance floor.

“The belle.” Olivia tsked. “You’re much too kind, Lord Dalton.”

“I am not too kind. My sisters will assure you I have no qualms expressing my displeasure of them all the time.”

Olivia turned to face Lord Dalton and placed her gloved hand on his shoulder. “But they are your sisters. I am merely a houseguest, and you should feel no need to flatter me, my lord.”

“I’m quite certain you’ve received plenty of flattery from your rampant admirers this night without my contributing anything false. My point was I don’t give insincere compliments, Miss Goldsleigh.”

His right hand slid into position on her back, and his left gently clasped her hand. It was no wonder the waltz was so scandalous in the ton. Even though they were arm’s length apart, the position still felt intimate, like a loose embrace.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned this evening in my first foray into London’s society, is that compliments are loosely given.” But I wouldn’t mind hearing more from you, even if they are exaggerated.

The first bar of the Sussex Waltz filled the room. Lord Dalton’s hand tightened almost imperceptibly on her back, and they began the fluid movement characteristic of the slow waltz. Olivia concentrated on the dancing, otherwise she’d be forced to contemplate how handsome her dance partner was, and nothing good could come from that.

“As I suspected.” Lord Dalton’s voice was low and modulated, loud enough for her ears in the crowd of dancers. “What uninspired compliments did those blighters try to woo you with? I’m sure your radiant beauty was mentioned.”

Olivia blinked at him. “How am I to answer that question without sounding like the shallowest lady in the room?”

“It wasn’t a question. They would be idiots not to mention your beauty.” They drew closer as he navigated them through a turn. One of her earlier partners smiled broadly at her over the head of his unsuspecting partner. “There’s a perfect example of an idiot.”

Olivia remembered the man. He’d been flirtatious, but not obnoxiously so. “Oh, I thought him quite nice.”

“I’m sure. His two mistresses and passel of illegitimate children probably agree.”

Well, that was an eye-opening revelation. She glanced upward to verify Dalton’s veracity. Was he jesting with her? He didn’t seem to be—there wasn’t even a hint of a grin on his face. She stared at his lips for a second longer than was acceptable. He must have felt her gaze on him because he glanced down at her, his ice-blue eyes pinched in a squint.

“Did any of them get specific with their compliments?”

“My lord?” she asked. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

The man didn’t reply right away. His jaw tick under his ear. He darted a glance her way before shifting his gaze over her head. “Your hair or your eyes. Maybe your lips. Did any of them mention anything specific?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” She had no idea why she was being coy with him.

“If I’m to escort you about town like my sisters, then it’s my responsibility to protect you from bounders and rakes with no good intentions.”

Of course, his responsibility. Olivia sighed.

“So, did any of them say anything untoward?” he demanded.

“Lord Dalton, I assure you, not a one of the men I danced with tonight made any unacceptable advances.”

The marquess looked down at her, disbelief evident on his face. “Not a one of them mentioned your hair or eyes or form? Not a one?”

Olivia kept her countenance perfectly still and despised herself for fishing for compliments. “What would they have said about my eyes other than there are two, or my hair of which there is plenty, though it rarely behaves, my lord?”

She guessed Lord Dalton gathered her purpose when his expression eased and the tension in his jaw relaxed. He didn’t bother to suppress the start of a grin.

“Is this quid pro quo from earlier then?” he asked.

This time Olivia didn’t know what he meant. She sought through her recollections of their conversation this morning and blushed when she remembered him catching her at a blatant appraisal of his masculine assets.

“Fair is fair, Miss Goldsleigh.” His palm urged her into his loose waltzing embrace, closing the distance between them by several inches. His voice deepened and sank into a whisper which, combined with his masculine heat, enveloped her within a shroud of intimacy that sped up her pulse and quickened her breathing. “Should I want to woo you, my luscious little pixie of a lady, I would start with an ode to your lovely face, your skin like the freshest cream and ripest peaches. I would recite sonnets to your eyes of robin’s-egg blue, and I would mention your honey-colored hair which is matched in its glory only by your lovely figure.” His liquid gaze traveled down the length of her body, pausing at the curves of her breasts and hips before it traveled its way back up to her meet her eyes. “I would liken you to Créide, the Irish Goddess of women and fairies, because certainly you must be both. Did the goddess gather all the best, most beautiful aspects of nature and combine them to weave you into the most ethereal beauty? You say you came from the country, but I say you must be made of the country.”

Olivia was breathless. His mouth was so close to her ear, each syllable, each exhalation, caressed her face and neck. It would take only the tiniest movement to turn her face and tilt her chin, and her lips would meet his. One moment of hesitation was too much. Lord Dalton rose to his full height, and the space between them resumed an acceptable distance, the opportunity over. Olivia marshaled her composure and opened her mouth to give some sort of pithy response, but Lord Dalton’s face was inscrutable.

His choice of compliment mirrored exactly how she felt. Olivia wore the gold. Madam Bolivant had been right, she looked fantastic in it. The low-cut bodice showed off a wide expanse of chest, and the satin ribbon at the empire waist displayed her bosom to its finest. The pale-yellow silk underskirt hugged her curves, not necessarily in the fashion of the day, but when paired with the sheer gold lace overdress, the effect was ethereal and, as Penny had described it with an awed sigh, breathtaking. Bugle beads started around her hips, spread all the way to the hem, and made an entrancing rustling sound when she walked. Natalie had done something magical with her unruly hair so it looped in twists and curls, and tendrils twined down her nape to frame her face. In that dress, under the twinkling chandeliers, she felt like the fairy princess he mentioned.

“If any of your intrepid suitors tries something like that nonsense, you’ll let me know right away, won’t you, Miss Goldsleigh?” His tone was light and airy. Nothing concerned him other than the propriety of his responsibilities.

Olivia nodded. She felt absurdly vacant, and after the waltz ended several bars later, it was a relief when Lord Dalton released her from their pseudo-embrace and walked her back to Lady Evelyn and his sisters.

“I’ll meet you all in the entrance hall shortly,” he informed the ladies. “I need to see to something first.”

Olivia exhaled a great sigh of relief when he gave a curt nod and strode rapidly away from their group.

“Your brother does take his chaperoning very seriously, doesn’t he?”

“What do you mean?” Cassandra asked.

“He had a million questions for me about the other gentlemen I danced with.”

Penny squinted and looked askance at her brother’s retreating back. “Like what, for instance?”

“He wanted to know what compliments the other men gave me.”

“What in heaven’s name for?” Penny looked at her sister. “Has Henry ever asked you that question?”

“No,” Cassandra said, but then volunteered, “Not that I would ever tell him anyway. You didn’t tell him, did you?”

“No,” Olivia admitted. “He said he needed to know what the other men talked about so he could protect me like he does you both.”

Penelope snorted. “I’ll admit my brother is an annoyingly responsible escort, but what that usually means is he shows up and scowls whenever we’re having too much fun.”

Cassandra nodded. “Never once has he asked me how gentlemen have complimented me. How odd that is.”

“Really quite strange.” Penny grinned and leaned in. Cassandra joined them in their little huddle. “Just between us, were there any especially good ones?”

The heat of a blush spread across Olivia’s cheeks. “Only one, but it was insincere.” Was it a beauty, though. What a shame he’d meant not a single word of it.

“Oh, too bad.” Penny took one of her hands and Cassandra the other as the three of them joined the rest of the departing guests moving towards the great entrance hall. “I can live on a really good compliment for days.”

Indeed. Olivia could go for weeks on Lord Dalton’s if they were real.





Chapter Thirteen


Henry Dalton, Marquess of Cavendish, had no idea who he was.

Or rather, he had no idea who that man at the ball was. That man was possessed by some sort of randy, sex-starved demon. Henry was appalled with himself. It’s not like he was a bloody vicar or something—he wasn’t celibate for God’s sake—but he’d been acting like his friend Morewether, and that wasn’t who he was.

He stepped off the curb and crossed the street, mindful of a steaming pile of horse droppings. He’d left his family at the house, but he was nowhere near ready for sleep. Not yet. His long, purposeful strides ate up the cobblestones. He crossed the square and turned up Oxford Street.

He was going to have to apologize. Christ, he was going to have to prostrate himself in front of the girl and…

He needed a drink. And to hit someone. Inexplicably, he wanted to hit Morewether. That desire didn’t make any sense whatsoever, but why should it? Nothing else this evening had made any damned sense.

Dalton made an abrupt change in course and turned down the next avenue. With a plan in mind, he quickened his pace even more, his foul mood propelling him down the street just short of a trot.

When he arrived at his destination, a well-equipped black lacquer carriage pulled to a stop in front of the massive townhouse. Dalton watched from the walk as a footman opened the carriage door and a long-legged gentleman stepped out. The man turned and extended his hand back into the equipage. Before much more than a slim, gloved hand of the other passenger came into view, the man noticed Dalton.

“Dalton? Is that you?” Christian, Duke of Morewether, called out.

Dalton nodded and grunted. He shoved his hands in his pockets. It seemed as though everyone but him was destined to enjoy the company of a soft female body that night.

Morewether released the gloved hand, and it disappeared back inside the darkness of the vehicle. “Where is your carriage?”

“I walked.”

Even in the darkness, Dalton could see Morewether was surprised. “At this hour? Are you insane?”

“Quite possibly.” Dalton pinched the bridge of his nose.

Morewether stared at him for several seconds before he spoke to the occupant of the carriage in a low tones Dalton couldn’t make out. A decidedly feminine voice replied, sounding impatient. His friend leaned in the carriage, and Dalton imagined the kiss and promises Morewether offered up that caused the woman to respond in a husky giggle. Dalton shook his head in annoyance. Morewether shut the door, and the carriage pulled away, leaving the gentlemen alone in the street.

“I’m sorry to have ruined your plans,” Dalton said, but he didn’t mean it. He wasn’t feeling especially repentant about many of his actions this evening. He knew he should apologize to Morewether, just as he should apologize to Miss Goldsleigh, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t feel sorry. He felt frustrated, itchy.

Morewether shrugged. “The lady will be fine. She’ll wait for me—either tonight or another evening. It makes no difference.”

The man’s self-confidence and sense of entitlement irked Dalton to a monumental degree. Why did this sort of thing come so readily to men of his ilk?

“Come inside.” Morewether motioned for Dalton to join him. “Whatever your problem is, it can’t be solved shuffling about in the street in a pout.”

“Curse you, I’m not pouting.”

Morewether paused on the third step of the stoop and glanced back at Dalton with an infuriating look of complete amusement. The man was damn fortunate he didn’t laugh, or Dalton couldn’t be held responsible.

“You are pouting. And you look like you need a drink and the company of a woman. I’ve already let the woman go, so you’ll have to settle for a belt of Scotch I keep for just these occasions.” London’s most discreet butler opened the door to Morewether’s townhouse and, pouting or no, Dalton followed his friend inside.

“You know what your problem is?” Morewether asked after they’d settled into the duke’s comfortable study, whiskey glasses full, the fire warming the corners of the room.

Dalton rolled his eyes. This ought to be rich. “No telling. Let’s hear your diagnosis.”

“You’re the marrying kind,” Morewether declared and took a swig from his glass to punctuate his point.

“Go to hell.”

Morewether chuckled. “I’m not insulting you, you idiot. Some men marry and they’re good at it. You’re one of those men.”

“And some men stick it to everything in a skirt.” Morewether shrugged again. “I am what I am, Dalton. You are what you are.”

“What the hell are you talking about? I’m not married. I’m not even engaged since your sister ran off with Harrington.”

Morewether turned serious for a moment. “She didn’t run off, and you were the best man at the wedding.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” This time Dalton really was sorry. “I adore your sister and I always will. She married the right man.” He stared into the amber liquid at the bottom of his glass. “How do you know it’s a woman that has me flummoxed?”

Morewether took another thoughtful sip of whiskey. “Because it makes sense. I trust your investments are in order, so it’s not a money issue. Your family may plague you with all the fripperies the female sex has in their arsenal, but I’m guessing it’s a different kind of female trouble tonight.”

Dalton grunted in acknowledgment again. “I don’t think it’s a specific female.” Who are you trying to fool?

“Well then, go solve the problem. I don’t understand what the complication is.” Morewether stretched out his long legs, kicked off his shoes, and crossed them at the ankle. Eyeing his friend relaxing in his chair, Dalton was jealous at how at ease the man was. Even having his assignation for the evening foiled, he didn’t seem remotely worked up. Dalton, on the other hand, was like a coiled spring.

“I’m not like you, Morewether.” Dalton downed the rest of his glass and relished the rasp of the liquid burning its way down to his stomach. It had a satisfyingly punishing feel that suited his dark mood. “I don’t just bed women and let it mean nothing.”

“We’ve been friends a long time, Dalton, so don’t give me that.” Morewether offered him the bottle to refill his glass. “It didn’t used to bother you.”

Dalton gave his friend a scowl. “I grew up, which is more than I can say for you.”

Morewether sighed. “I’ve grown up sufficiently for my needs. Besides, I’d like to point out I’m not the one drowning my blue balls in Scottish whiskey.”

Dalton choked on his drink. “I don’t happen to have a stable of women at my disposal like the infamous lothario, the Duke of Morewether, to solve my problem.”

“Balderdash!” Morewether threw one of his shoes at Dalton. He didn’t bother to duck, and it bounced off the arm of the chair and landed in his lap. He brushed it unceremoniously to the floor. “If you expressed one whit of interest, I could name fifteen ladies who’d gleefully shuck their drawers for you. That pretty face of yours could provide you with plenty of cache. And I’m talking real beauties—married women and widows both, who’d not cause you an iota of trouble. And if anonymity is what you want, I’ll happily call for the carriage right now and take you to The White House in Soho Square.” The duke leaned forward in his chair as if preparing to rise.

Ugh. “I think not.”

Morewether leaned back in his chair with a smug look on his face. “That proves my point.”

Dalton snorted dismissively. “Really? What point is that?”

“That you, my friend, are the marrying kind.” When Dalton opened his mouth to protest again, Morewether raised a staying hand and continued. “All I mean is you’re not the type to go gallivanting about town. Not as a single man and not as a married one, either. That’s why I was so pleased to have you for a potential brother-in-law.”

Dalton placed the glass on a nearby table and leaned forward, leaning his forearms on his knees, and hung his head. He didn’t want any more whiskey. Where before the punishment was satisfying in an unsavory way, he knew from experience the self-pity to follow would only make him feel worse.

He also knew Morewether was right.

He wasn’t a philandering sort of man, and he’d never been able to play fast and loose with the emotions of women. He was all too familiar with the tendency of the women in his own life to profess their feelings were unattached a beau, but he’d always known they were upset when their feelings weren’t reciprocated. His women were no different from every other female in the world. On the few occasions where he’d had an understanding with a woman, feelings always got in the way, and he abhorred that mess. No matter what expectations were set at the beginning, there were always tears at the end.

“If you don’t want a relationship, then find yourself a pretty little bawdy girl. Flip up her skirts and you’ll feel much better.” Morewether toasted Dalton with that fine idea.

“Spoken like a true cad.”

Again with the shrug. “I may be a cad, but I’m not the one complaining of aching stones.”

“Don’t you ever think, ‘That woman could be my sister’?”

“No! What is wrong with you?” Morewether threw him an outraged look. “I never think of my sister, mother, or the damn vicar’s wife while that’s going on. Is that what your problem is? That’s twisted.”

“Stop it, you dolt. What I mean is those women are likely someone’s sister. They’re certainly someone’s daughter.”

Morewether shook his head sadly at his friend. “You are entirely too responsible for your own good. What has gotten into you tonight?”

Dalton rolled his eyes and reconsidered the glass of whiskey. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ll feel better if I just get it over with.”

Morewether guffawed. “You act like you’re losing your virginity. You’re a grown man. We have needs.” The duke levered himself out of the chair and paced the room to the bellpull. “I’m calling for the carriage. Let’s go find you something pretty to play with tonight instead of yourself. I’m in the mood for a curly-haired brunette. Or maybe two.”

Dalton had to laugh at his idiot friend’s attempt to lighten his mood, although he didn’t doubt for one minute that Morewether wouldn’t lustfully toss two pretty brunettes if the opportunity arose. On the other hand, the only female on Dalton’s mind was an ethereal beauty with eyes the color of the morning sky.

Morewether hustled Dalton into the entrance hall and out the door before he changed his mind. The duke tossed his arm around Dalton’s shoulder as they walked down the steps to the street. “Think warm, soft, and plump in all the right places.”

Dalton was thinking about it, and that didn’t help. The problem was it wasn’t a nameless stranger filling his thoughts. Olivia was a petite, curvy vision of loveliness who’d be sliding into bed about now and she was in his house. His imagination ran wild at the thought of what she was wearing, or not wearing. Oh, sweet Jesus.

The cool night air managed to bring Dalton out of his head enough to notice the shadowy form across the street. He squinted into the darkness, and the shape solidified into the figure of a man. Whoever it was didn’t move once it was obvious Dalton had seen him. The man’s steady stare and immobile stance spoke of villainy. Dalton had had his drink, but he’d yet to satisfy his earlier urge to hit someone, and this fellow seemed like an invitation.

Dalton ignored the salacious talk from Morewether, shrugged his friend’s arm from his shoulders, and started across the street.

“Who are you?” Dalton demanded. “I said, who are you?” He walked the remaining four paces and stood towering over the man. He was roughly dressed and filthy, but he did have the sense to look afraid. “What are you doing in Mayfair?” Dalton took another intimidating step into the man’s space.

“Nothin’, your lordship. Just watchin’.”

“That seems unlikely,” Dalton said. “Save yourself a call to the watch and tell me what’s so bloody interesting about this house.”

“Yes,” Morewether added from somewhere close behind Dalton. “Do tell.”

The man didn’t speak, and Dalton grabbed his arm and gave him a rough shake. “I’m not in any mood, chap.”

“Leggo,” the man protested. “I wasn’t paid enough to get tossed around by a couple of uppity gents.”

Dalton’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean paid? Who paid you to watch this house?”

Morewether had become infinitely more interested in the conversation as he drew up beside him.

“Wasn’t the house I was paid to watch,” the rough man said. “It was you, you and the small lady, but mostly her.”

Dalton knew right away who the man referred to. Why would anyone be watching Miss Goldsleigh? He hadn’t received a report back on any of his queries about her cousin, but this was one hell of a clue.

“Who is her?” Morewether asked.

Dalton waved the duke off and focused his attention on the man who was squirming in his grip to get away. He gave the man another vicious shake. “Who paid you?”

“Leggo,” the man yelled. A twist and a turn and one well-aimed stomp on Dalton’s foot and the slippery man got loose. Dalton gave chase, Morewether close behind, but after a block in the black night, the man disappeared in the shadows. Dalton was too worried about Miss Goldsleigh and the thug’s cryptic explanation to pursue him blindly through the alleyways when accomplices could be anywhere.

“I have to get home,” Dalton panted.

“Take the carriage and go.” Morewether gestured back at the house where the carriage was pulling up. “I’ll call the watch and keep up the search.”

Dalton was already halfway to the carriage.





Chapter Fourteen


She wasn’t in her room. A maid had verified it. She also wasn’t in Warren’s. Warren was sound asleep, his splinted and wrapped arm propped up on a pillow and his legs tangled in the sheets and blankets. Dalton peered into the velvet darkness, but he didn’t see Olivia next to the bed or seated in the chair nearby.

“Miss Goldsleigh,” he called out in a loud whisper to make certain. “Olivia.” Damn.

Since someone followed him to Morewether’s, had someone else stayed here to watch Miss Goldsleigh? Had they snatched her after the ladies went to bed? Dalton stood in the hall and stared at nothing as he worked his way through what to do next. He systematically checked each of his sister’s rooms and all of them were accounted for, sound asleep in their beds right where they were supposed to be. So whoever took her did it after everyone went to bed. After he left the house. Damn. Damn. Damn. Dalton strode swiftly back along the hall and loped down the stairs to talk with Siegfried. Together they’d rouse the footmen and start with a systematic search of the windows and doors, then a thorough canvassing of the grounds of the townhouse by torchlight for any clue as to how the villains got in.

He resisted the urge to panic. There was no point in awakening his family. They wouldn’t be able to help and of course they would panic, which would set off a whole cavalcade of hysteria.

There was the ominous they again. When he got his hands on them, they were going to wish they were dead. Dalton concentrated on channeling his panic to fury. He refused to allow himself to think of sweet, tiny Miss Goldsleigh… No. Simply saying you weren’t going to think about it always caused you to think about it. She was a resourceful girl. He’d find her and get her back.

He rounded the corner to his study and stopped. The light was on. The glow of a lamp shown through the space at the floor. He didn’t have a weapon, but he could be assured the thief in his private rooms would have one, maybe even his own gun he kept locked in the bottom desk drawer. Looking around, Dalton grabbed a Greek statue off a pedestal, a woman garbed in a toga-like gown with her arm raised high. He should be able to do some damage with that if he got a chance.

He listened with his ear against the wood but could hear nothing. Dalton threw open the door and charged into the room, Grecian lady at the ready. The only other person in the room whirled from the desk and screamed in surprise. Her long hair fanned out behind her when she spun.

Olivia clutched at her heart. “Oh my God! You scared me half to death.”

Dalton lowered his arm and the Grecian lady with it. “What are you doing in here?” His tone was much harsher than he intended. What he wanted to do was crush her gorgeous body to his and kiss her until his heart started beating in a normal rhythm again.

“I’m so sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean to intrude into your private room.” She clasped her hands underneath her breasts, which served to draw his gaze there like a magnet.

“What are you wearing?” he demanded. “For God’s sake, Miss Goldsleigh, you can’t be running around a man’s house in the middle of the night wearing flimsy nightgowns.”

Olivia looked down at her night rail. The plain white cotton gown buttoned up to her neck, and a dainty pink ribbon tied in a bow closed the top at her throat. At the bottom, ruffles barely allowed for her slippered toes to peek out from under the hem. Additionally, a thicker pale-pink cotton robe embroidered with flowers covered the gown. The fact that she was more covered in her current attire than she was in the blasted evening gown from earlier did nothing to rein in his imagination. These were the clothes she wore in bed. In bed, for heaven’s sake.

Olivia’s eyes beseeched him. Damn azure-blue eyes. “I’m sorry, my lord. Truly. It wasn’t my intent to disturb your peace.” She moved away from the desk. “I’ll go back to my room.”

“Disturb my peace.” He snorted and caught her by the arm as she tried to skirt past him. “My peace has most definitely been disturbed.”

Olivia looked at his hand gripping her arm above her elbow. “I don’t know how else to say how sorry I am for coming into your study uninvited, my lord. Your sisters explained it was your sanctuary, and I was wrong to come here.”

Dalton did not release her arm. He liked holding her, even if it was just an elbow. He liked holding her a hell of a lot better than searching for her kidnapped body. “So why are you here in the middle of the night? In my private room? In your nightclothes? Why aren’t you in bed?” My bed.

Olivia blushed but didn’t try to pull her arm away. “Please don’t be angry at me when I tell you.”

Angry? Was she in cahoots with the man who followed him tonight? Was letting her in his house a huge mistake? Whether or not she had designs on robbing his house, letting her in had been a terrible error in judgment.

Dalton’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “That remains to be seen, Miss Goldsleigh, but I can assure you I will be more angry if I have to work to get the truth out of you.”

Her adorable little chin came up in a look of defiance, and she wrenched her elbow out of his grip. “I dare say no matter what I tell you, it will make you angry. I’ve already apologized for invading your private room.”

Dalton placed both fists on his hips and stared down at her in a stance that effectively cowed his sisters.

“Do you think to intimidate me with your height, my lord?” She set her hands on her hips in a mockery of him. “When you’re short, you learn not to let tall people get the best of you just by their virtue of height. Everyone is taller than me.”

“Why are you sneaking around my study in the middle of the night?”

“I wasn’t sneaking around.” Her lush mouth formed a defiant line, her lips pursed tightly in annoyance.

“Were you invited into my study?” When she didn’t respond to his question, he took a step closer to her, narrowing the gap. He didn’t believe for one moment she didn’t feel something with him towering above her. She had to. He could feel it. He couldn’t help being impressed when she did not take a step back.

“No, my lord, I was not. As I said, I am sorry for having disturbed your sanctuary. I’ll go back to my room now and vacate your precious study.” She turned on her heel and made as if to march away. Dalton snagged her by the sash of her robe.

“I don’t think so.” He pulled her backwards towards the center of the room. “We have a few things to discuss, you and I.”

Olivia issued an outraged huff and pulled away from him, but he was stronger.

“I wanted to see the bills, all right? That’s why I was in here.” She untied her sash and slipped out of her robe, thinking she could escape him. Lord in Heaven above, that left her in just her nightgown.

“What bills?” He was distracted by the fact that she now appeared before him, an outraged sprite in her flowing white, nightgown. Her breasts heaved against the fabric in her fury.

“The modiste bills,” she bit out. “And the milliner’s and the tailor’s and the haberdasher’s.”

He tore his gaze away from her breasts. A person couldn’t concentrate with that going on right in front of him. “Whatever for?” He stupidly held her robe in one hand, the fabric trailing on the floor.

“So I know precisely how much I owe you.” Olivia hadn’t calmed down at all. Several huge curls had fallen over her shoulder during the tussle and now lay across the breasts that so captivated him. She pushed her hair behind her shoulder with an angry flip of her fingers, and that broke his trance.

“Don’t be ridiculous. How many times do I have to tell you? You owe me nothing.”

“That is simply unacceptable. I will know the amount I owe you so I can pay you back.” She glared up at him in stubborn mutiny. Dear God, she was stunning, contesting his word with her righteous fury. She held her ground like an irate pixie.

“Why can’t you take a gift graciously?”

“A gift? This isn’t a gift. This is ridiculous. A gift.” She snorted.

“Yes, a gift.”

“Let me see the bills and I’ll leave your inner sanctum in peace, never to trouble you here again.”

As long as she’s in my house, she’s going to trouble me.

That thought brought him back to the other issue of the evening.

Dalton realized he was still holding her robe. He peered at it quizzically then tossed it on the leather sofa. “You’ve managed to distract me from the real issue at hand with this nonsense about the bills.”

Olivia shook her head as if trying to clear it of a fog. “I don’t know how many ways I can say I’m sorry for coming in here.”

“Are you in league with others to steal from my house?” Henry didn’t really think it was true—the accusation rang false even to his ears—but what if…?

Olivia’s response was swift and, without a doubt, unrehearsed, her expression one of complete outrage. “You think because I was in here looking… Why would I…? What do you…? I told you I wanted to pay you back, not steal from you.”

“Forget about the room and the invoices for a minute, will you?” Dalton never raised his voice, but this woman tried his patience like even his sisters never had. She was like a damned badger. “I caught a man following me this evening. What do you know about that?”

Olivia closed her gaping mouth and honestly looked perplexed. “Nothing, my lord. Why would I know about that?”

“Because when confronted, he said he was being paid to follow us, you and me.” His gaze narrowed, determined to get to the bottom of this story without letting her fairy charms distract him. “What do you supposed he meant by that?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.” She threw the words back at him, but behind the anger he sensed…fear.

“Are you telling me the truth, Olivia?” They were harsh words, but he must know. He wouldn’t stand for his family to be in danger. The trick worked, and her fear morphed back into anger. If the accusation set off her ire, then it proved to him she wasn’t in cahoots with the man.

“I would never dream of harming Penelope in any way, nor your aunt—”

With the loss of her antagonism, Dalton felt his slip away as well. “I imagine it has something to do with your cousin, don’t you?” he asked in a quiet voice. He considered the idea that having her cousin back in her life would scare her a great deal. Olivia’s reaction was more than he expected, however.

“Reginald?” she said with real horror in her voice. “Why do you think that would have anything to do with him?”

“Gut feeling, I guess.” Dalton feared she might faint again. He clasped her elbow anew in an effort to stabilize her. What in the world had that man done to her to create such fear? “I’ve been making some inquiries.”

Olivia looked at him in sheer terror. “Oh no.” She covered her face with her hands for a moment, then pressed them to her cheeks. Olivia seemed to peer off into the distance, as if calculating something.

“Miss Goldsleigh, are you all right?” She didn’t seem to hear him. “I want to assure you I won’t let him get to you.”

“What?” She shook her head and focused on him again. “That’s kind of you, but it won’t help. I’ll be leaving as soon as I can pack up my things, tomorrow afternoon at the latest.”

“You’re not leaving.” That was nonnegotiable. He couldn’t protect her if she left.

“I appreciate all your kindness, truly I do, but you have to understand, I can’t stay here. Not now. Not if that man was really following me because of my cousin.”

“Miss Goldsleigh, you and Warren will stay here. I can protect you from your cousin. I’ll resolve the issue with your father’s solicitor.” Dalton clasped her hand in his. It was so small it seemed to epitomize all that was Miss Goldsleigh: fragile yet strong. “You have nothing to fear here.”

Olivia laughed, a mirthless noise tinged with hysteria. “Fear?” Her laughter sounded remarkably like sobs before she covered her mouth with her free hand.

Wouldn’t you think I’d be immune to women’s tears by now? But he wasn’t. He couldn’t be expected to ignore tears of fear. He pulled her to him and enveloped her in his arms like he would have done one of his sisters if she were afraid. Except she wasn’t his sister.

“Shhhhh,” he whispered. Rubbing her back in small, soothing circles didn’t quiet her tears. “Miss Goldsleigh. Olivia,” he murmured, and changed strategies to stroking her hair. “Everything will be fine.”

The tears didn’t stop, however. He scooped her up in his arms—a movement that was becoming all too familiar. It was three short strides to the long, leather sofa where he settled her in his lap with every intention of consoling her until she ceased crying. The kiss on the top of her head and then on the temple were nothing more than he would have given one of his sisters in the same situation. Although not even his youngest sister would he have settled so cozily in his lap, nor would he have noticed the intoxicating aroma of his sister’s hair. He breathed in Olivia’s scent while crooning senseless words to comfort her.

Delicate, becalming kisses found their way from her forehead to her cheeks and then, ultimately, despite his noble intentions, his lips found hers in a kiss that was anything but calming.





Chapter Fifteen


Olivia couldn’t believe she’d caved into hysteria once again. She hardly recognized herself anymore, although to be fair, her previous life had not lent itself to hysteria-inducing situations.

She was embarrassed to have been caught snooping in Lord Dalton’s study, but it was hardly for the nefarious purposes he’d accused her of. Of course, none of that was any reason to get hysterical.

Reginald. Reginald was a perfect reason to get hysterical. What if the man Lord Dalton spoke of was with the magistrate? That was the only answer that made any sense. They had finally found her and Warren. To make matters worse, Lord Dalton was making inquiries. She had absolutely no idea where to run this time. She had no funds and nothing left to sell and wouldn’t unless Lord Dalton was able to achieve what she wasn’t able to with the solicitor. And now she had the added stress of a brother with a serious injury. Who knew what harm could come to him from traveling in the harsh conditions they would be forced to endure.

She was ashamed to admit she was overwhelmed. She’d accepted the overly generous help offered to her by Lord Dalton and his family and already, in a few short days, she’d come to enjoy the comforts they’d provided. How could she go back to sleeping in the park or—and this was where she’d started to come loose from her moorings—not sleeping in the park. Worse was begging for food and fending off lecherous and repugnant advances from the likes of London’s most loathsome males.

Lord Dalton provided a strong shoulder, and she was too tired from trying to figure out everything on her own to push him away when he hugged her to him. So consumed with her tears, Olivia barely realized he’d scooped her up and cuddled her in his lap until his fingers stroked through her hair and massaged her neck. His whiskered cheek brushed against hers when he feathered a kiss to her temple. She lifted her face to his when he kissed away her tears. Finally, when his lips found hers, she was every bit as much a willing participant as he.

She didn’t know when her gasping breaths ceased being due to her sobbing and instead came from her arousal, but the change was seamless. His kiss was everything the groping, grasping Reginald’s was not. Lord Dalton’s kiss ripened slowly in heat and intensity, born from a sweet compassion, a desire to comfort, and growing into fiery passion meant to incite. Soft, his lips drifted across hers, then again before settling at the center of her bottom lip. His mouth covered hers, dear and gentle, kissing her over and over until her lips parted and moved with his. By the time his tongue stroked hers, she was lost.

How long had she wanted him to kiss her? From the first when she thought he was an angel? When she revised her opinion and thought his physique more like that of a god? Or was it during their dance this evening with his flattering insinuations of beauty? Perhaps all of those times, but certainly now, when he towered over her trying to intimidate her with his height, she wanted to kiss him back. She didn’t understand it then and had pushed the idea away as insane, but it was obvious now.

She wanted comfort.

Her hands stroked up the column of his neck, and her fingers threaded through his hair, giving him the invitation to deepen the kiss. He slanted his mouth over hers, and his tongue caressed the tender inside of her mouth. Deep, slow, languid kisses that roused her in ways she’d never experienced before. Lord Dalton kissed with a finesse sorely lacking in the fumbling country boys who’d tried before him and certainly more than the sadistic would-be rapists of her most recent acquaintance.

The hand caressing her hair alighted on her waist. His huge palm spanned her rib cage, his thumb stroking just under her breast. Her skin tingled and grew heated under the thin layer of cotton that made up her nightdress. His kiss trailed across her jaw to a sensitive place under her ear. Olivia gasped a deep breath that ended on a sigh.

Lord Dalton murmured something against her flesh, and the sensation shivered over her. It was marvelous, and she wanted more of it. She stretched against his hand and was rewarded when his caress traveled to her breast. The heat from his palm and the gentle kneading from his fingers brought a heaviness, an awareness, which caused her nipple to pebble. The flimsy material was a weak barrier to his touch.

He shifted, and she was lowered so her back rested against the padded arm of the sofa. The hand that had supported her back now spanned the nape of her neck, adjusting the angle of her head, and a thumb nudged up her chin to give him better access to her throat. His mouth, lips and tongue continued their sensual perusal of her jawline and neck. The hand teasing her breast brought her sweet frustration.

Down, slowly down, Lord Dalton nibbled along the column of her neck, little bites interspersed with kisses and tantalizing flicks of his tongue. Her head lolled back against the cushions while she mindlessly enjoyed his attentions, her hands unthinkingly stroking his arms and shoulders in a desire to touch him as well. When his ministrations met the barrier of her nightdress, the pink ribbon cutting off further access to her skin, he uttered a frustrated groan, and Olivia understood completely.

The sane thing would be to put an end to this craziness now.

But she didn’t want to, for so many reasons, not the least of which was how wonderful he made her feel. Like any country girl, she knew the mechanics of lovemaking, and until recently she’d always thought it would be wonderful to engage in with her husband some day, whoever that might be. Her time in London had soured her on the whole idea. It was hard to imagine the pinching fingers and slapping palms, the grabbing and molesting hands she’d endured, was the same act she was experiencing with Lord Dalton’s caressing, petting and kissing.

The biggest reason, however, was because for the first time in months she’d let someone make decisions for her. Olivia was tired, and weary, and if what he’d told her was any indication, she would be back to making hard decisions again tomorrow. Tonight, well at least for a little longer, she wanted to feel better. She longed to know she wasn’t alone. She wanted to let go. She wanted to believe she was worthy of lovemaking and not rutting in a filthy room.

Lord Dalton raised his head and peered at the ribbon in frustration. From lash-shadowed eyes she watched him stare at the confounding ribbon. Coming to a decision, Olivia grasped either end of the bow and pulled the strings until it unraveled and revealed more skin. He inhaled through his teeth and his gaze met hers.

“It didn’t seem as if you were going to do it,” Olivia explained in a whisper. Dalton didn’t speak. A kiss served as his reply. Only this kiss wasn’t gentle and sweet and…oh, it was magnificent.

This time he wasn’t content with a simple, soft stroke of his tongue. This kiss ravished her mouth, and her arousal climbed from sensual awakening to a hunger that drove her to kiss him back with élan. She bravely flicked her tongue along his top teeth. Lord Dalton groaned, and the hand on her breast slid down her ribs, past her waist and rounded her bottom where he squeezed and pressed her further into his lap. He broke the kiss, leaving her gasping for breath and tingling from head to toe.

She opened her eyes, stared at the ceiling, and enjoyed the sensations that followed in the wake of Dalton’s mouth. He nibbled her throat and laved the sensitive indention at the base. His tongue traced the triangle of skin exposed by untying the ribbon, and he placed a kiss there.

“You are so beautiful,” he whispered against her neck. Taking her lead, Dalton unbuttoned the top pearl button and the next one, and the next one, revealing more skin and kissing each inch as it was revealed. Olivia fidgeted in the man’s lap, earning her another moan from Lord Dalton.

“Hold still,” Dalton groaned even as his hips lifted to meet hers. Buttons slid out of their holes, one at a time, as his tongue and lips laved her skin. As much as she wanted to obey Lord Dalton, his command was impossible. As embarrassed as she was, she simply couldn’t stop wiggling.

“I’m sorry,” Olivia whispered back and strained against her body’s desire to move in his lap. Then another button slipped its mooring, and his hand drew back her nightdress to expose her breast. The warmth of his mouth on her nipple brought a gasping moan to her lips, and all pretense of controlling herself against his ministrations was abandoned. Her fingers entwined with his hair, grasping handfuls of the silky, wheaten strands to press him next to her bosom. She arched in response to the pull of his mouth, the rasp of his tongue, the gentle scrape of his teeth.

She cried out when his mouth lifted and exposed her heated skin to the air of his exhalation, causing her flesh to tighten, furling her nipple into a firm, sensitive bud. He moved the thin cotton away from her other breast, cupped it in his hand and scraped its peak against his teeth, before taking it into his mouth with a low growl of need.

Her long moan ended in a ragged sigh. She thought she should say something, but words escaped her. What does one say when one’s being ravished? “My lord.” It was the height of wit apparently.

“Henry,” he said against her skin.

“I’m sorry?”

He lifted his head from her chest, his thumb and forefinger rubbing her nipple, pinching it slightly, while he spoke to her. “Henry. Call me Henry.”

“I don’t… I don’t think I can, that I should.”

The fingers on her bottom squeezed, and his palm pressed down on her hip while he bore against her with his groin. “Yes, you should. Say it.” The blue of his eyes held fire regardless of the icy color, the handsome lines of his face taut with desire.

Olivia didn’t answer him. She didn’t repeat his name. She stared at him in confusion. She was not his equal as a baron’s daughter. She would never be invited to call him by his Christian name in a normal social situation, and calling him by it now made her uncomfortable. What difference does a name make, Olivia? You’re half undressed with his mouth on your breasts. Nevertheless, she couldn’t make the word form on her tongue. She wanted to say it. Henry. She said it in her head. Henry. “Why is it so important?” She struggled to sit up, but he put light pressure on her chest.

“Because I want to hear it.” His thumb pressed the inside of her thigh, and he kissed her fiercely again. She felt dampness in her most private area and was mortified at how badly she wanted him to touch her there. If she said his name, would he do it? Would he put his hands on her there and ease the mounting ache he was building?

“Say it, Olivia.”

She sighed and panted out aroused breaths. His saying her name—it was so intimate. How could it be more intimate than his mouth on her breasts, she had no idea, but it was. It was hard to think when he kissed and lightly pinched and stroked her with such knowing hands.

She owed him everything, and suddenly, in his debt while nearly naked in his lap wasn’t a place she wanted to be. She felt fragile, delicate. How badly would it hurt her to give herself to this man and leave him tomorrow? That’s what he was asking for, after all. Olivia had kept her dignity and self-respect through every single lowering encounter during her time in London’s stews. She couldn’t imagine a scenario where she would be invited to call Lord Dalton by his Christian name that didn’t involve his hand up her skirt. 

“Tell me why it’s so important to you.” She didn’t ask him in the soft voice of lovers this time.

“I want to hear it. You owe me.” His mouth came down to kiss her again, but she moved her head and shoved his hand from between her knees in one fluid movement.

“I owe you?” she repeated incredulously.

“That’s not what I meant.” His face was stricken.

“What could you possibly mean? You belittle me when you catch me trying to find the bills so I can know the amount to repay you. You don’t want my money, is that it?” Olivia struggled off his lap and stood with her hands on her hips. She knew she must look like a pale imitation of his earlier stance, and the ridiculousness was not lost on her.

He spoke to her with exaggerated calmness. “I didn’t intend to belittle you. Olivia, that’s not what I meant.”

Her name on his lips was awful. She was damned to feel his hands on her still. “Don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry. What I meant was you owed me because I said your name.” Dalton reached for her, but she took a step back. “Admit it feels good to hear it.” She let a glare be her reply. She could see him struggling with himself, deciding what to say. “I want to hear you say it because it makes me feel like you know me.”

“Know you?”

“I want to know you.”

“You came quite close to knowing me very well indeed.” She spat the words back at him.

“I should never have let that happen. Things got out of hand.” He rose to his feet and approached her, but she held her ground. “Look, I can’t argue with you or explain myself with your gown open like that.”

Olivia glanced down and realized, while she stared him down in all her self-righteous glory, her nightdress gaped open wildly to her navel, her breasts completely exposed.

“Oh sweet Lord!” She fumbled with the buttons. “There is nothing to explain, Lord Dalton. You want me to sleep with you in exchange for your hospitality. I was given the same offer in Seven Dials, though I dare say the bed wouldn’t have been as comfortable.”

“Now you’re insulting me,” Dalton protested. “I assure you that is most definitely not what I was offering.” He took a deep breath and exhaled it. “I acted like a fool and a cad, and I apologize wholeheartedly. You’ve had a very rough time of it, and I fear I took advantage of you when you were least capable of thinking with a clear head. I got caught up in the moment and said something that, under the circumstances, was easily misinterpreted.”

Olivia finished doing up the buttons. She tried to hold on to her indignation, but much of her anger was deflated by what sounded like his sincere apology.

He continued, “Please know I hold you in the highest regard. Your invitation to stay here and the assistance that my family and I have provided are not subject to repayment of any kind.”

The marquess may have explained away her anger, but his well-chosen words did nothing to lessen her confusion. “Why did you kiss me that way?” Her hand crept up to her mouth and touched her swollen lips.

“You’re extremely kissable, Olivia.” He looked like he wanted to do it again if she’d let him. She wavered. Dignity be damned, she wanted that feeling back. He reached for her, and she inhaled in anticipation, but he only took the ends of the loose pink ribbon and tied them in a bow at her throat. “Go to bed, my sweet. Forget all the nonsense about the invoices and sleep.”

“Oh.” How dare she be disappointed? What did it say about her that she could fluctuate between mindless kisses to fury and then wanton frustration? Her time in London had changed her, and Olivia didn’t think it was for the better. She accepted her robe when he handed it to her, sliding her arms inside and securely tying the sash around her waist.

“I promise I’ll kiss you again tomorrow.” His voice was low and husky as she passed by him towards the door.

She ignored the thrill that ran straight down her spine and pooled between her legs. She was confident he didn’t notice the hitch in her step or the quick intake of breath as she marched out the door.

Not likely. I’ll be gone before you have another chance.





Chapter Sixteen


What a monumental, first-class idiot!

“Good morning to you, my lord.” Dalton’s valet set a tray with an urn of coffee on a marble table and opened the curtains farthest from the bed, letting in what London considered sunshine.

Dalton grunted. He had been awake for hours, if indeed he’d ever slept. His mind was occupied all night, circling around the scores of questions left to him when Miss Goldsleigh—Olivia—stormed off. She may not be willing to call him by his first name, but he’d damn well not run around calling her Miss anything after last night’s heated exchange.

Dalton groaned, folded away the blankets, and swung his feet to the floor. He stretched all six-plus feet of him, then took the dressing gown Marbry extended and covered his nakedness.

What the hell was wrong with him? Dalton liked to think he knew women better than most men did, what with him being surrounded by them all the time. How could he have said such a stupid, asinine thing as, you owe me? Even if he didn’t mean it the way it came out, he ought to know a woman would take it the wrong way. He hoped he’d apologized sufficiently, but one never knew. As much as he knew women, and genuinely liked many of them, he still thought they were mildly loony and certainly thought irrationally most of the time. He had ample evidence, not that any of them ever appreciated him pointing it out.

Dalton drank down half a cup of black coffee in one big swig, scalding his tongue in the process. The burn was somewhat of a relief after a night spent with an aching cock.

Whether or not she was a little balmy had nothing to do with how sorry he was that his ill-thought-out comment ended the whole thing. The whole thing, he snorted. He was a grown man, not some seventeen-year-old lusting after a maid, but you wouldn’t know it the way he’d been walking around with an oak tree in his pants for the last several days. Confound it, but everything about the chit distracted him. He thought the ride in the park had tried his self-control, but that was nothing compared to the waltz with the winsome beauty. She made him stupid.

Marbry bustled around his room, preparing the shaving instruments and laying out Henry’s clothes for the day, chattering away incessantly. Dalton ignored the man. It was either that or clout him over the head with the coffee urn.

And why in God’s name was it so important to him that she call him Henry? No one but his immediate family used his Christian name since he’d inherited the title at fifteen. Not even his previous fiancée had called him Henry. What was the sodding difference if Olivia did or not? Regardless, there it was. He’d been damn near desperate to hear his name uttered from her plump, rosy lips.

He wasn’t even sure exactly when trying to comfort her fears became a snogging session. It was almost a punishment how he relived each kiss, each caress, over and over as he lay in bed, woefully alone. He couldn’t help himself. That blasted nightgown, when she stood in front of the fire—sweet Jesus, very little was left to his imagination. She’d not had drawers on under that gown. That was a thought that niggled at his blood-starved brain all night long.

His hand never made it up her gown. In the light of morning, when he wasn’t so insane with lust, he realized that had been a good thing despite his need. The girl was under his protection, and that most certainly didn’t involve sneaky molestations in his study. It was all clear now, but in the heat of the moment, when he’d unbuttoned her bodice and exposed her breasts, he’d been delighted to find they were ever so slightly too large for her frame. It was somewhat of a shock to find a nice-sized handful on such a small woman.

For the love of all that’s holy, man, stop thinking about them.

Dalton submitted himself to a shave and got dressed, all the while listening to the inane ramblings of his valet. As annoying as lectures on superfine were the newest rages in hats were, they were still better than contemplating Olivia’s lips and breasts and the way her soft buttocks cradled his rock-hard… Stop it.

He hadn’t received a satisfactory answer from Olivia about the stranger following her and, by extension, him. He was no less suspicious now than he’d been the previous evening, and he was determined to get to the bottom of it. He expected a report back from his agent today, which he was certain would shed some light on this son-of-a-bitch cousin of hers. He couldn’t have Olivia looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life. She’d had enough terror in the last months for several lifetimes. He felt compelled to do what he could to protect her from more hardships and that meant putting an immediate stop to her cousin’s continuing torment.

Dalton stretched his neck, adjusted the cravat that was tied in some complicated knot his valet had learned from Brummell’s valet, and walked to the wide window that looked out over Cavendish Square and towards the park. The park traffic was picking up, with scores of ladies out to be seen by all the other ladies. Let the morning gossip congress begin. He was just happy to no longer be a part of the speculations bandied about. The weeks after his cancelled engagement could have been much worse, but for a man whose family had always stayed out of the rumor mill, even that much attention was unpleasant.

His sisters and Olivia strode across the walk to the open landau, arm in arm, and join the fray. An unconscious smile curled his lips. They didn’t take a maid with them, but his sisters knew everyone in the park, and the little gaggle of them would be fine together. Dalton let the sheer under drapery fall back, and out of the corner of his eye he spied a rough man fall into step behind the carriage. Whipping the sheer out of the way, he resurveyed the scene. The man stayed behind a good pace and too the right, but he still stuck out among the fashionably dressed crowd, and he was surely up to no good.

Dalton quit the room at a jog, leaving his astonished valet behind. He grabbed the first of the footmen he came upon.

“You’re Jones, right?” Dalton asked the young man. Dressed in his green and black livery, the footman was a formidable size, built like a wall. He was perfect.

“Yes, my lord,” the young man replied. “Brian Jones.”

Dalton nodded. “I need you to follow my sisters and Miss Goldsleigh. They’ve headed over to the park, and there is a very unsavory man following them. I believe he intends harm to Miss Goldsleigh, and I want you to see to it nothing happens.”

“Yes, my lord.” Jones rushed out the front door, eager to impress.

Siegfried, the giant butler, stood to the side, his German implacability only slightly ruffled by his employer’s command. Dalton signaled the butler to follow him, and they strode down the hall, only to be blocked by a long line of maids led by his aunt Evelyn, toting vases of flowers into the front parlor.

“What the hell is this?” he asked the butler.

Siegfried coughed. “Flower deliveries this morning, my lord.”

Aunt Evelyn stopped outside the parlor door and smiled smugly at Dalton. “She’s a success!”

“Who?” Dalton counted six maids streaming into the parlor, tulips, roses, and every other hothouse flower variety in London’s floral shops represented in their bouquets.

“Olivia, obviously.” Aunt Evelyn was near to bursting, pride evident in her voice. “I knew she would be.”

“All of these flowers are for Olivia?”

“Not all. Of course, Penelope and Cassandra have their own admirers as well, but this is the third delivery this morning. Unprecedented!” Aunt Evelyn glided into the parlor, directing the placement of vases and urns in what little open space remained. The room was filled to the rafters with flora. The smell was cloying.

“Ridiculous.” Dalton snorted and continued to lead Siegfried to his study. “Have there really never been three deliveries before?” he asked the butler as his feet fell on the thick Turkish carpet of his favorite room.

“No, my lord. There was a much-celebrated double delivery after the Harmon’s ball the evening of Penelope’s debut last year, but there have never been three deliveries before. Your sisters are giddy about it.”

“Yes, I’m sure they are sharing that little tidbit with every other girl in the park even as we speak.” Dalton made every attempt to make his voice sound bored and uninterested when he asked the next question. “What did Miss Olivia say about it?”

“I’m not sure she fully understands the magnitude of the event, my lord.” Siegfried ran his finger over the tallest shelf on the bookcase, which was easily eight feet off the ground, and frowned when his gloved finger came back covered with dust. Someone would pay for that, Dalton knew.

Dalton responded with a noncommittal hum. “About Miss Goldsleigh, it seems there are disreputable men lurking about. I have caught one of them following me, and he mentioned Miss Goldsleigh by name.”

“Indeed? Were you able to turn the man over to the watch, my lord?”

“Unfortunately not. He fled into the darkness. I saw another rather seedy character follow the ladies into the park this morning.”

Siegfried nodded. “That explains Jones’s quick jog to the park then.”

“They’ll be fine in the park with the rest of the ton and Jones keeping an eye on them, but that means there are still men staking out my house.”

“I shall post large footmen at each door.”

“And have several circle the grounds periodically to discourage any men from loitering outside the gates. I don’t like the idea of the house being watched.”

Siegfried nodded again. “Understandable.” He gave a short bow and went to issue orders, leaving Dalton in his study.

For the next hour he gave instructions to his man regarding the search for Cousin Reginald and what little they knew of the solicitor. Then he attempted to work on various other projects: an opinion against a motion in Parliament, and instructions to the freshly hired estate manager at his new property regarding his wishes on plantings and crop rotations based on the latest research. Keeping his mind on his work was not easy. It was boring stuff, and Olivia lurked in the background of his mind, a flaxen-haired fairy goddess with a sheer, gossamer gown. He yearned to sneak into the parlor and read the cards attached to the bouquets, but that was hardly the actions befitting a grown man who was not at all jealous or curious. What he needed was a coconspirator or two.

He found Warren with Helen and their new tutor in the garden.

“My lord.” The young, bespectacled teacher bowed his head when Dalton approached.

“Good morning,” Dalton said. “I need to borrow the children for a few minutes. Can they be spared?”

“Certainly.” The tutor collected his books.

“I’ll bring them back shortly,” Dalton promised over his shoulder as he ushered the children back into the house. He nodded at the burly footman posted at the garden door. Dalton explained what he wanted from the children in hushed voices. There was no point in letting the whole world know he was being nosy. That’s what it was, of course. He told himself he didn’t really care who sent which flowers or what sickening sentiments were scrawled on the cards. It didn’t even really matter how many of the cards were addressed to Olivia rather than his sisters.

Dalton stood in the hallway in front of the parlor door, positioned as a lookout. Warren and Helen, excited to be part of Dalton’s scheme, slunk into the room and were lost in a floral-scented sea.

“Read the cards addressed to Miss Goldsleigh,” Dalton instructed in a stage whisper.

“Here’s one for Cassie,” Helen called out from the general direction of the window seat.

“I don’t care about Cassie’s flowers,” Dalton hissed. “Just look for Miss Goldsleigh’s cards.”

“That’s cruel, Henry.” Helen’s voice sounded indignant on her sister’s behalf.

Dalton rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

“Here’s one,” Warren spoke up from behind the piano.

“Read the card,” Dalton instructed.

“Oh, it’s mushy.” The boy made a face. Dalton knew they would be. The boy’s voice continued, reading on in a loud whisper, “She looks as clear as morning roses newly washed with dew. Signed Mr. Geoffrey Blanding. Boy is he stupid. The card didn’t even come with roses.”

Dalton knew of Geoffrey Blanding. He was a complete dolt. Nothing to worry about there.

“Here’s another one,” Helen announced. “Oh, this one is pretty. My bounty is deep as the sea, My love as deep; the more I give to thee, the more I have, for both are infinite. Isn’t that romantic?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, he stole that from Romeo and Juliet.” Dalton turned fully into the room but stayed in the doorway. “Who’s it from?”

“The card says Lord Fountaine.”

“You’re kidding.” Lord Fountaine had two mistresses already. What was he thinking sending flowers and poetry to a young marriageable lady when he certainly didn’t have any intention of marrying? Dalton had half a mind to march over to White’s right now and give the bounder a smack upside the head.

“This one is from Pierre Moreau, but it’s written in French so I can’t read it.” Warren sounded disappointed.

“Does your sister read French?” Dalton asked.

“I think so.”

Dalton held out his hand. “Bring it here.” The flowers jostled as the boy moved through the forest. Moreau’s father was a French aristocrat, but his mother was the daughter of a Viscount. The family had relocated back to London from Paris once all the trouble started on the Continent. Moreau was admittedly good-looking, and despite the national derision of the French during the war, the Frenchman was still able to woo plenty of women with that cursed accent of his. Warren’s hand emerged from the foliage, and Dalton snatched up the card.

“Chaque jour je t’aime, aujourd’huis plus qu’hier, et bien moins que demain. Oh what hogwash is this?”

“I believe that note was not intended for you, Henry.” An icy voice filled his ears. Dalton spun around to find his mother, arms crossed over her chest, glaring at him from the hallway.

“Good morning, Mother.” Dalton hid the note behind his back and bent to kiss his mother. She waved him off.

“What’s going on here?” she asked.

“Nothing.” Dalton felt twelve years old. “Actually, I’m perusing the bouquets.”

Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “You’re snooping.” At that perfect moment, Warren and Helen stepped from behind the arrangements. “You two? I’m quite certain Mr. Bailey is missing you. Back to your studies.” The little traitors scurried away, but Dalton couldn’t blame them. His skills as a lookout had sorely diminished from the days of his youth. “Why are you reading your sisters’ cards?”

“I’m not reading my sisters’ cards.” It wasn’t a lie. He had no interest in his sisters’ cards whatsoever.

“Really? Henry, this is beneath you.” She shook her head. He’d always hated that I-expect-better-from-you look.

“I wasn’t reading Cassie or Penny’s cards.” When she looked pointedly at the arm crooked behind his back, he blurted out, “I was looking at Olivia’s cards.” Unbelievable.

His mother held out her hand, and Dalton placed the card in her palm. She glanced down and read the poem, and her face softened. “Oh, that’s lovely.” Dalton snorted. “Why are you reading Miss Goldsleigh’s cards?” He did not miss the emphasis she placed on their houseguest’s correct address.

“I have every right to know what is coming in and out of my house.” Why did he sound so childish when he said it? “This is preposterous. I’ll be in my study.” He turned on his heel and strode down the hall, leaving his mother standing in alone with a bewildered expression.

You, Henry Cavendish, Marquess of Dalton, peer of the realm, responsible older brother and son, and Member of Parliament, are an absolute horse’s ass.





Chapter Seventeen


As soon as they reached the promenade, Penelope suggested they walk and mingle. Olivia strolled along the path, smile plastered on her face, nodding acknowledgments to greetings—all of it such a waste of time. She had planning to do, and socializing in the park wasn’t furthering her escape plans at all.

Cassandra and Penelope were such dear girls, and she cherished their friendship, but their incessant chatter about the flowers and the record-breaking number of deliveries plucked at her already frayed nerves. Honestly, she wished there was nothing else to think about other than which flowers came from the handsomest man and who wrote the most eloquent sentiment. The flowers were lovely, and she was flattered at the attention, but it was all a moot point. The flowers were of no use to her since she couldn’t sell or trade them for passage to America or the Continent.

Penelope let out a little squeal, bringing Olivia back to the present. “Look, it’s Moreau.”

“His poem was so dreamy,” Cassandra replied on a sigh.

Olivia looked around at the strolling crowd. “Which one is he again? There were so many gentlemen last night.”

“There.” Penelope motioned with her head. “The one with the purple waistcoat.”

“Ah, yes.” Olivia remembered the man. He was exceedingly generous with his flattery and, she was willing to admit, a handsome man. However, his compliments paled next to those of Lord Dalton during their waltz. And his swarthy good looks were pleasing indeed, but compared to the godlike beauty of the marquess, he may as well have been a toad.

Olivia had woken with a headache this morning that was getting worse as the day went on. She hadn’t been able to eat any breakfast, and the nausea kept building. She blinked hard and willed away the pressure.

She had wanted to remain angry at Lord Dalton. His apology last night had seemed sincere. If she were able to stay in London, if she were a normal girl having a normal season, if she wasn’t a murderess, she would set her cap for Lord Dalton in a heartbeat. His touch was like a bolt of lightning through velvet.

Olivia shook her head. She couldn’t afford to go down that imaginary road, but there was no way she was able to stop her mind from wandering there. Not when her lips were still swollen from his kisses and her breasts still bore the rash from his beard. She’d never imagined kisses could lead to such mindlessness. But Lord help her, she’d welcomed it. She yearned to go to the place again where someone else was in charge. Where the turmoil she felt was centered on arousal and not where she and her brother were going to sleep that night.

In the reality of the sunshine, there was no place for fantastical dreaming and longing. That’s not the way the world worked, as she was only too aware.

Dalton told her she and Warren were under his protection, but that was because he didn’t know the whole truth. Protection was not something he could offer once he discovered the men following her were looking to take her to Newgate Prison, not to haul her back to her cousin. Besides, she could never bring harm to this family. They were too dear, too trusting, too wonderful. Unfortunately, she still had no idea how she was going to get away. She didn’t have enough money to take a hackney to the dock, much less buy passage for her and Warren. The situation seemed helpless. The more she thought about it, the more her head ached.

“He’s coming this way,” Cassandra whispered, her face alight with excitement. “Everyone stay calm.”

“I am calm.” Penelope laughed at her sister. “You stay calm. You look like you’re going to take flight.”

“Shhhhhhhhh,” Cassandra hissed, and plastered a polite smile on her face.

“Beautiful mademoiselles.” Moreau approached their little trio. “The park is that much lovelier with the three of you in it.” Olivia was drawn into the little tableau when he grasped her hand and brought it to his lips. “Tres belle, Miss Goldsleigh.”

“Good morning to you.” Olivia nodded and extracted her hand. The smell of his cologne ratcheted up her headache another degree. She retreated backwards a step to give her some fresh air and breathing room.

“I do so hope I can count on a waltz from you at this evening’s ball.” Moreau looked to the Cavendish sisters as if to include them in his broad request. “May I make my request known now, chérie?” He closed the gap she’d placed between them, causing her to breathe through her mouth in an effort not to take in the overpowering aroma of his cologne.

“I don’t know that will be possible, sir.” Her head pounded. “I’m not sure if I’ll be out this evening.” There was too much to do, too much to plan, and now this headache growing with each passing minute, she’d be useless anyway. Going to a ball was too frivolous to consider.

Penelope looked to her friend in concern. “Olivia, why would you even consider staying in tonight of all nights? The Harcourt Ball is tonight, and it’s a very important social occasion. I know Aunt Evelyn is excited about presenting you there.”

“Besides,” Cassandra added, “it would be bad form to disappear after receiving all those flowers. Are you ill?”

Now she was cornered. Other friends who saw the little group were approaching, and soon there would be a dozen or more ladies and gentlemen crowded around them on the grass. “Actually, my head is pounding,” she confessed.

“Then you must return home straightaway and take care of yourself.” The Frenchman took her by the elbow as if he planned to escort her home himself. “I shudder to think how many les juenes hommes will be disappointed if your beautiful face and esprit are not there this evening. Please, I beg of you.”

Olivia gently removed her arm from his grasp. If he planned to take her all the way home, she was sure to vomit on his boots, and if her staying away from one ball caused him such distress, imagine what ruining his gleaming Hessians would do.

“Perhaps that would be a good idea.” Penelope must have picked up on her distress because she skillfully insinuated herself between Olivia and the gentleman. “We’ll be quite all right, sir. In fact, I see one of our footmen just there on the path. He will see that we arrive safely home.”

“Until tonight then.” Moreau seemed to seal her fate.

Cassandra stepped to Olivia’s other side. “We will count on it, sir.”

Olivia fervently hoped, as the three of them plus the addition of the huge footman made their way back to the house on Cavendish Square, that this headache would do her a favor and kill her.

You couldn’t possibly be that lucky.

***

She wasn’t. Dead that is. Why had luck forsaken her altogether?

She awoke from a nap in the early afternoon, and her headache was significantly diminished. The minute they’d arrived home from their jaunt in the park, Cassandra and Penelope had hustled her up to bed, forced her to take a headache powder she suspected was laced with laudanum to make her sleep, and closed the curtains to shut out the light. The housekeeper arrived minutes later with cool compresses for her nape and a pillow of crushed lavender to lay her head upon. Olivia had only minutes to complain to herself about the highhandedness of it all before she succumbed to a deep, restorative sleep.

She stared at the ceiling, blindly fixated on the plaster mouldings, and contemplated how clean and comfortable the bed was and the fact that she couldn’t hear rats scrambling around in the walls. Her last migraine had ended with a night spent sleeping in an opium den after she’d become delirious from the pain. That was the night Warren had been recruited by the house-breaking crew. The next morning, Olivia had vowed to get them out of the slums and two days later she’d collapsed into Lord Dalton’s arms on Bond Street.

She turned to her side and curled around a pillow, hugging it tight to her middle. Perhaps if she begged Lord Dalton, he would see fit to allow Warren to stay for a while until she could get settled somewhere and send for him. It would be much easier to make her way alone than with an injured boy in tow. That was another consideration entirely. Traveling now might be very dangerous for Warren.

She’d seen the man watching from across the street when she’d gone out with Penny and Cassie to the park this morning. Now that Lord Dalton had told her about them, she was watchful, and she wasn’t at all surprised to see him there. He was a rather rough-looking sort, and she thought it odd that he didn’t appear more official. Perhaps he was an underling, a man hired by Bow Street to do the dirty work. What did she know about the officials anyway? She’d spent the last weeks hiding from men she suspected were watching her for the purposes of bringing her to justice, not studying them like a science experiment.

Olivia tossed the pillow aside and levered herself up from the bed. Nothing would get done by pouting. She straightened her day dress, but it was hopelessly wrinkled from sleeping in it. One look in the mirror told her what she already suspected; her hair was a disheveled mess. She raked her fingers through the loose strands, trying to marry them up by tucking and twisting them in with the masses of blonde hair still in the pins. If she ended up going to the ball this evening, then Natalie would redo it, and if she didn’t attend, then what difference did it make? She looked in the mirror and shrugged, not really caring.

The hallway was empty all the way down the corridor to her brother’s room. Warren wasn’t in his room either. His bed was made, the covers pulled tight and the pillows piled high. Shutting the door, she went in search of her brother.

Her feet seemed to naturally wind themselves through the rooms and passageways until she found herself outside Lord Dalton’s study. With the door ajar, Dalton’s and Warren’s voices drifted into the hall.

“…drank a lot and then he would,” her brother’s voice told Dalton.

“Often?” Dalton questioned. “How often? Once or twice a month?”

There was a brief pause before Warren answered, “No, every couple of days.”

“Days?” Dalton replied, incredulous. “For how long?”

“I don’t know, about three or four weeks I guess.”

“You’re telling me your cousin got drunk and beat you and Olivia for weeks?” Olivia heard something slam down hard on wood. “Goddamn it all to hell.”

“Well, he wasn’t really my cousin, exactly. He was Livvy’s cousin,” Warren explained.

“How did you get away?” Dalton asked from somewhere closer to the door than he had been earlier.

That question was enough to galvanize her into movement. “That’s quite enough, Warren,” she announced and strode through the door. “I’ve been looking for you all over the house.”

Warren’s smile was broad and genuine when he stood from the enormous chair he occupied. “Hello, Livvy.”

“You must be feeling much better.” She avoided eye contact with Lord Dalton. She knew he watched her—she felt his heated gaze—but after last night’s lust-filled and angry exchange, she couldn’t meet his eyes.

“My arm still hurts, but staying in bed is boring. Lord Dalton’s valet helped me get dressed.” Warren swept his hand down in front of himself, displaying his trousers and shirt.

Olivia couldn’t help but smile. “Very nice. I do think it’s time to leave Lord Dalton to his work, though. Don’t you?” She looked at her brother pointedly.

“Oh,” He clearly understood and seemed chagrined at how much he’d already said. “But, Livvy, what if he can help us?”

Olivia didn’t answer. Lord Dalton had already helped them more than she could ever repay.

A deep voice resonated behind her. “Warren was telling me more about your situation. Olivia, let me help you.” She noticed right off that he was using her Christian name. I guess we’re still stuck on that, are we?

“I heard. Warren, will you excuse the marquess and me, please?”

Warren stared at her for several long seconds before he spoke. “I didn’t say anything. I promise.”

“I’m not angry at you, honey, but I need to speak with his lordship privately.”

Warren cast her a frustrated glance and snorted a disheartened breath before glancing at Lord Dalton. Obviously, the marquess wasn’t going to undermine her request, and the boy trudged out of the room. She followed him to the door and shut it behind him. She was alone with the man, which flew against all her good sense, but Olivia had much to accomplish in the next day or so, and she couldn’t worry about frivolous things like social conventions and the unseemliness of being alone with a man in a closed room. Besides, how much worse could it end up than it had the night before?

She turned to face Lord Dalton. My word, he’s beautiful. She marshaled her emotions and tamped down the heat that threatened to flare just by being the object of his undivided attention. “I thank you very much for all you and your family have done. Your assistance is more than I deserve.” When he started to speak, she held up a quieting hand. “My lord, there is much you don’t know about the situation, things I can’t tell you, and I wish you wouldn’t pry into our lives or ask Warren about it. He’s just a little boy, and that’s not fair.”

“Olivia, I’m not trying to pry. Let me help you.” Lord Dalton reached for her hands, but she clasped them tightly together at her waist. It was difficult enough to have this conversation and ask what she needed to ask without adding the confusion of his touching her. Rebuffed, Dalton withdrew his hands, but he didn’t step back. “Warren is the most mature ten-year-old I’ve ever met.”

“Yes, he is,” she agreed, “but he’s still a little boy, and it’s my fault he’s had to experience so much…awfulness.”

“You’re being much too hard on yourself.” He advanced another step toward her, but she didn’t retreat this time. “You don’t need to do this all on your own. I can help you.”

“You can help me, if you’re willing.” Olivia swallowed hard, and darn it all if she didn’t feel the annoying pinpricks of tears behind her eyes. She rushed the words from her mouth in an effort to control her emotions. “It’s more important than ever I leave as soon as possible.”

Dalton shook his head with finality. “You’re not going anywhere.”

She looked at him. “There are reasons I can’t stay here any longer.”

Dalton’s eyes narrowed into ice-blue slits, and his voice took on a hard edge. “It’s time to stop playing games, Olivia, and tell me what the devil you’re hiding.”

Oh, she wanted to, really. But the risk was much too great. If she had any hope of saving herself, she’d take it, but her greatest desire for now was to distance herself and her nightmare from this family, from this gorgeous man, from the only family she had left. What was the saying, sacrifice one for the many? Something like that.

“It doesn’t matter.” She waved dismissively, but he didn’t appear dismissed. “Since our conversation last night…”

“Oh my God.” He ran his hand through his hair, incensed and savage. “This is about last night? You’re still angry about what I said? Olivia, I am truly sorry. I thought you understood my words came out wrong.”

“No, I accepted your apology last night, and I haven’t thought one word about it since.” Liar.

“Then you’re leaving because of the kiss.”

“No.” But she couldn’t meet his eye when she said it. Besides, that was hardly just a kiss. She didn’t even try to say she hadn’t thought about that since it happened.

Henry laid his hand on Olivia’s upper arm, lightly squeezing her through the layer of her dress. “I apologize again for last night. I can’t imagine what came over me.” He truly didn’t. He’d acted like a lust-mad debaucher of women, and he’d be horrified if he didn’t want to do it again right this minute.

He’d nearly choked on his cheroot and brandy when she walked into his study, her hair sleep tousled and unbelievably sexy, and completely ignored him to admonish her brother. Her ignoring him was just as well since he couldn’t have immediately formed intelligent words. His mouth dry and all the blood rushing south were not conditions conducive to nimble conversation. He endeavored to be very careful with her now. With last night’s debacle so fresh in his memory, he didn’t want to flub it again.

“I’m not angry at you for anything, Lord Dalton.” Damn it, why wouldn’t she call him Henry? “I was just as culpable for last night as you were. I could have stopped you earlier if I’d wanted to.”

He seriously doubted it. Fortunately, he wasn’t that kind of gentleman, and it never would have come to that point. Henry wondered where things would have ended up if he’d pressed his suit a little harder. Images of creamy skin, tangled flaxen hair and handfuls of breasts filled his imagination and shut off all sound but the roaring of heated blood in his ears. He exhaled a controlled breath in a desperate attempt to calm himself.

“…last night, it’s just that much clearer.” She finished a long sentence Henry suspected was rather important.

“What about last night?” he asked, trying to back everything up and get a handle on the situation.

“Those men you saw last night, and the one today.” Olivia waved her hand in an expansive gesture. “I have to leave here. Not just for my sake, but for yours and your family. I’ll never forgive myself if anything should happen.”

“You’re not leaving. I’m finally starting to unravel this mess, and I won’t allow you to run willy-nilly out in the streets of London because you seek to make things easier on us. No one here wants you to leave.” He barreled on when Olivia stared back at him with a look of implacability and determination. “I received word from my man earlier today. I’ve been waiting for you to recover from your migraine so we could discuss it.”

“What man?”

Henry didn’t like the look of fear that overtook her delicate features. “I sent a man to Draycott in the Moors straightaway to find out what he could about your cousin and the situation. I received an express packet from him this afternoon.” Dear Lord, she wasn’t going to faint again, was she? One slim-fingered hand trembled at her throat, and her face had gone alarmingly pale. He led her to the sofa and sat next to her, wisely not settling her on his lap as he had the previous evening. He continued gently since she stared up at him with owlishly large eyes that urged him to go on. “Curiously, your cousin hasn’t been seen much since about the time you and Warren fled for town.”

Olivia moaned, wrapped her arms about her middle, and hugged herself tight. Her panic seemed overwrought to him, but what did he know? Henry had never been at the mercy of someone much bigger, stronger and more powerful than himself. He tried to imagine the terror of being forced to lock himself in a room, barring the door against imminent rape. How did a woman as petite as Olivia protect herself from a grown man? Wasn’t it just minutes ago he’d thought to himself that if he’d really wanted to pursue relations with her last night she would have been unable to stop him? Of course, he’d thought of seducing her, not forcing her like her cousin had intended, but the point was the same.

She loosened the hold on herself long enough to dash a tear from her cheek.

“I’ll never let anything happen to you, Olivia,” he rushed to reassure her. “You’re under my protection here, in this house. He can’t get to you now.”

“No.” Her voice was modulated and eerily calm as she agreed with him. “Reginald can’t get to me now.”

“So you’re agreed then. Excellent.”

“No.”

“No, what?”

“With all you’ve already done and all you’ve implied you are still willing to do—well, I don’t know where we’d be without you. Still in the park or someplace much worse, I’d imagine. I have no right to ask more…”

“What do you need, Olivia? I haven’t heard from the solicitor yet, but that should be soon. I’m at your service. You should know that by now.”

“Please let Warren stay here for a little while. Until I can get settled somewhere.”

Dalton catapulted from the sofa like a furious rocket.

She rushed to continue. “Please let me finish. He won’t be any trouble to you, I’m sure. I will reimburse you for his room and board somehow. I’ll figure it out.”

“Hells bells, Olivia,” Henry thundered. “Are you determined to get yourself killed?”

She snorted at him. “Quite the opposite, actually.”

“Then why are you so insistent on wandering off into the slums of London as opposed to accepting my help and protection? It’s really quite insulting.”

“It’s for your own good. And I wasn’t thinking of London at all,” she said, the flash of her eyes and the set of her mouth defiant. “I’m thinking of America or the Continent somewhere. Things are different in America. I could get a job there without a reference. I am educated after all.”

“Now you’re just being ridiculous.”

“I am not ridiculous. I’ve thought about this plan quite a lot actually.”

Hands on his hips, Henry stared down at the lovely bird-brained woman perched on the edge of his sofa. “Oh really,” he challenged. “You’ve established a plan then. That’s good to know. Is it a better one than what guided you in London? Have you decided on a locale with balmy nights and rainless skies, because you won’t last thirty seconds sleeping on park benches in the cold rain.”

Olivia rose from the sofa, her mouth agape and her eyes pinched in anger. “Sarcasm is mean, Lord Dalton.”

“You’re a fool with this idiocy.” He wanted to shake her until he could hear some sense rattling around in that gorgeous head of hers. Instead, he had to satisfy himself with another swipe of his hand through his hair. Jesus, she was sure to make him bald in a fortnight.

“I should go now.” Olivia made for the door, but he grabbed her by the arm.

“You’re not going anywhere.” He dragged her back until she stood in front of him.

Olivia glared at him like an errant and petulant child. “I meant back to my room, my lord.”

“You will be attending the ball tonight with the rest of the family, then?” He should kiss her right now and wipe that maddening pout off her face. In minutes he would make her soft and pliant in his arms again instead of prickly and antagonizing.

“That seems frivolous, doesn’t it?” she asked. His gaze slid down to her lips.

“Yes, I suppose it does, but it will make my aunt and sisters very happy, and that’s the price I’m putting on my succor.” She wanted a price to repay him. Well by God, he’d give her one.

“Fine.” Her words acquiesced but her tone remained defiant. Whatever, he didn’t care. She didn’t have to like it so long as she did what she was told.





Chapter Eighteen


Olivia wore a high-waisted pale blue dress with a sheer, silver overskirt. The effect made her dress shimmer with every step. The short bell sleeves were interwoven with blue and silver ribbons which were mirrored around the hem. Regardless of her attitude, the dress made her feel beautiful.

She resented the dictatorial way Lord Dalton bullied her into attending the evening’s ball. However, when Aunt Evelyn came to her room to inquire how she was feeling, it was apparent the dear lady had genuine concern for her, and it would have broken her heart if Olivia had canceled the plans. The damn man may be forcing her to attend, but since she couldn’t leave tonight anyway, she may as well do what she could to make the ladies happy.

Olivia had no idea how a dress could make her feel powerful, but it did. She knew she looked lovely—the mirror didn’t lie. Even she could see past all her faults, all the pieces of herself she wished she could change, and perceive a pretty girl. The powerful part came when she strode down the stairs, chattering away with Penny and Cassie, and Lord Dalton was staring up at her.

Gone was the fierce anger from earlier. Instead his eyes lit with another kind of fire altogether, a fire that seemed to leap from his gaze to ignite a slow burn under her skin.

“Good evening, Henry,” Cassie said.

“Are we all ready to go then?” Penny looked across the foyer. “Are Mother and Auntie down yet?”

Dalton ignored his sisters and extended his hand to Olivia. “You look stunning, Olivia.”

“Thank you, Lord Dalton.” Olivia smiled at him. “You look very beautiful yourself.” He did. Saying the man was handsome was an understatement. There couldn’t possibly be a man alive who wore formal wear than Lord Dalton. The fitted shoulders of his coat, the long line of his formal trousers, the cut of waistcoat framing his broad chest—it all begged for a leisurely look.

Which she did as surreptitiously as possible on the carriage ride to the Dartleby ball. Not even a scowl marred his handsomeness. The scowl wasn’t his normal expression, and even his family commented on it on the ride over.

“I’m not in a bad mood.” The way he growled when he said it ensured no one was convinced. How much of his foul temper was because of her she had no idea, but based on the number of times she caught him aiming the scowl at her, she guessed it was plenty her fault. 

She tried to ignore him once they’d navigated the walkway and entrance hall and joined the throngs of fancily dressed London elite milling about the ballroom, terraces, and cardrooms. Aunt Evelyn and the Cavendish sisters, made it easy to get caught up in the excitement of the moment. It was hard not to when faced with the beauty of the lavish room and the attention they received from the young men in the crowd. Her dance card filled with stunning rapidity, as did Cassie’s and Penny’s. Before she knew it, she was whirling around the dance floor. Once again, she was able to live in the moment, distance herself from the reality that was her life, and enjoy the simple pleasures of being young and pretty.

Oh, if this was my life.

No matter how distracted she endeavored to keep herself with dancing and conversation, ignoring Lord Dalton was impossible. The man was unfailingly within her field of vision, and he was incessantly scowling at her, a fact which hardly seemed fair to the young ladies he partnered with on the dance floor. Though, if the girls in question weren’t so simpering and outrageously flirty with the marquess, she would have felt worse for them. As it were, she couldn’t believe the bald-faced overtures, and they didn’t appear to be coming from only the wives and widows either. She didn’t have to be near enough to hear the words, it was all in the body language, and Olivia was appalled.

And he had the nerve to shoot her a look from across the floor because she laughed at something inane her current dance partner said.

“You’re having an awful lot of fun for someone who didn’t even want to attend,” Dalton hissed at her when they crossed during a quadrille. Olivia kept a smile plastered on her face. How lovely to have the time between their next steps together to think of an appropriately witty response—a luxury that so rarely happened in real life.

They met in the middle of the line of dancers yet again, joined right hands and passed down the line. Olivia flashed her brightest smile at him. “I am having a wonderful time.” They turned counterclockwise. “I can’t tell you enough how much your encouragement has meant to me.” She hoped he heard the irony, but she couldn’t tell for certain since his scowl changed not one iota.

Upon arriving at the end of the line of dancers, they dropped hands and threaded between the opposite line, meeting again to clasp left hands and chasse back up the middle. “It warms my soul to see you with so many admirers.”

“At least my admirers,” she began, but then they split at the top of the line, crossed to opposite sides and traveled down the outside to meet once more at the end of the row, “keep their hands to themselves.”

His scowl intensified, his slitted eyes boring into hers from across the column. Fortunately, he didn’t have the opportunity to respond before they were joined by their partners and the quadrille was over.

Cassie and Penny wanted to introduce her to yet another influential couple. Her friends suggested meeting many of the notable members of the ton to help her cause of finding a husband this season, and Lady Evelyn agreed. Of course, the ladies had no idea all the prestigious people in London couldn’t help her. No matter how much they liked her now, they’d all run screaming the minute she was found out and the noose was slipped around her neck.

“Besides,” Cassie whispered as they made their way through the crowd, “these are particular friends of Henry, so they will be inclined to assist you in any way possible.”

Olivia resisted an eye roll. I’m certain any friend of Henry…

Lord Dalton stood at the back of the room in a small cluster of the most beautiful people Olivia had ever seen. Next to Dalton stood two men at least as tall as him, each with raven-black hair and staggering good looks. One gentleman stood with his arm wrapped casually around the waist of a gorgeous, willowy redhead, his hand resting easily on her hip. The lady gazed at the man as he spoke, an intimate smile playing about her mouth before she tilted her head back and laughed. The third man shifted to one side, resting his weight on the other leg in a move of languid grace that revealed a second woman in their group. The lady’s coloring mirrored that of Olivia. In fact, even her size was reminiscent of her own. A small, pretty blonde with a quick smile and animated features, she seemed to have the five of them amused with a comedic tale.

Lord Dalton must have sensed the approach of his sisters, because he turned his head towards them, catching Olivia’s eye, and she could have sworn his smile wasn’t due to the witty remarks from the lady. At the very least, it wasn’t a scowl, and she was thankful for that. He stepped aside to make room for the three of them.

“You all know my sisters,” Dalton began, and all assembled responded with nods and smiles and murmurs of welcome. “This is Miss Olivia Goldsleigh, a friend visiting from Staffordshire.”

The tallest of the gentlemen stepped forward. “Hello, lovely,” he cooed, and took her hand in his. His wolfish courtliness, coupled with dusky black hair and piercing green eyes, surely turned many female heads in London. While Olivia did agree he was handsome—there wasn’t any argument against it—she didn’t feel the catch in her chest and the thud of her heart racing the way a similar look from Lord Dalton would have affected her. She glanced askance at the marquess and was somehow not surprised the scowl was back. Olivia extracted her hand, substituting a friendly smile to ease the moment.

Lord Dalton took up the space immediately to her right and confiscated her hand, tucking it into the crook of his elbow. “Olivia, this scoundrel is Christian Bellings, Duke of Morewether. Don’t find yourself alone with him.” Girlish titters came from the general direction of Dalton’s sisters.

“You wound me,” Morewether confessed, but to Olivia’s ears, he didn’t sound very put out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Goldsleigh.”

“And you, Your Grace.” Olivia dipped a brief curtsey. “Are you the duke my young brother is so taken with?”

“Ah, the sister of Master Warren.” Morewether nodded in acknowledgment. “How is the lad? That was quite a break.” She practically smelled the charisma rolling off the man.

“Very well, I think, thank you. He’s already using his injury to garner as much sympathy as possible. Just this morning, he was trying to figure out how to get as many sweets from the cook as he could finagle.”

“Which is undoubtedly what I would have done at his age.” The duke laughed. Olivia thought she heard a lovesick sigh coming from the general direction of Cassandra.

“Who are you trying to fool, Christian?” the red-haired lady asked the duke. “You’d do that tomorrow if given the opportunity.”

“I’m happy to break his arm if you’d like to test your theory,” Lord Dalton offered in a low growl. Olivia turned to stare at the man who held her arm captive and was relieved to see the darkening scowl was not aimed at her. In fact, all other sets of eyes seemed riveted on the marquess with varying degrees of interest and surprise.

Several seconds ticked by while Olivia fidgeted and the air thickened with emotion before someone spoke up. “All right then. Miss Goldsleigh, I am Francesca, Countess of Harrington, this scoundrel’s sister.” The redhead indicated the duke who aimed his dazzling grin at Lord Dalton. Next, she ran her hand along the arm of the handsome man on her left. “This is my husband, Thomas Wallingham, Earl of Harrington.”

“Please, call me Olivia.” She extracted her hand from Lord Dalton in order to shake Lady Harrington’s offered hand, when it occurred to Olivia to whom she was speaking. This new unexpected friend was Lord Dalton’s ex-fiancée and, at her side, the man who stole her from him. Standing as nonchalant as you please was last season’s biggest on dit.

The countess laughed at her reaction, a merry chuckle that invited Olivia to join her. “I see you’ve made the connection.” The lady leaned in an exaggerated motion, indicating with her eyes and a gesture from her head all the members of the ton surrounding them. “We are a scandalous group. It just kills all these people that we’ve remained such good friends through it all.”

Olivia looked from the lady to her husband, a man who obviously adored his wife. His smile was as genuine as his spouse’s. “Miss Goldsleigh,” he said and extended his hand to her. “Don’t let my wife’s general loathing of gossip dissuade you from enjoying yourself.”

“I shant, my lord.”

“Please,” Lord Harrington added, “we are Thomas and Francesca to our closest friends.”

“But we’ve just met,” Olivia said, stating the obvious. “We’re nearly strangers.”

The pretty blonde spoke up. “But we won’t be for long, I assure you. I am Anna Sinclair.” Finally, someone she could look in the eye without getting a crook in her neck. “And don’t be fooled by all these people mingling so near.” Anna indicated the eavesdroppers much the same way Francesca had done. “Every one of them is standing by, desperately hoping someone will start a slap fight. You know, that might be something we consider as a group Christmas present—a little something from us to the ton.”

The group of friends, enlarged by three more in Olivia, Cassie, and Penny, continued on in this way, laughing at jokes, telling stories, and resoundingly ignoring the snoops who surrounded them.

In fact, they were so oblivious to the rest of the crowd they almost failed to notice the arrival of yet another gentleman.

A gentleman with a very different agenda.





Chapter Nineteen


Cassandra saw him first.

“Do we know that man?” Cassie asked her sister and anyone else within earshot.

Francesca shook her head. “I don’t, and I thought I knew everyone. He certainly appears like a man on a mission though, doesn’t he?”

“He is quite handsome,” Penelope added.

Olivia hadn’t paid much attention to the conversational exchange up to this point as the sum total of the people she knew in London were standing in a loose circle with her, and she wouldn’t be much help anyway. In fact, she didn’t know the man had joined their group until he thrust himself between her and Anna, and his hand snaked around her left elbow and gripped tightly.

Surprised, Olivia pivoted on her heel in a combined effort to withdraw her elbow and to see who accosted her. The wind burst from her lungs in a startled gasp, and she staggered back against the solid bulk of Lord Dalton.

“Olivia.” The man said her name smoothly and used his clawlike grip to pull her upright again. Olivia was still too startled to resist him. She couldn’t even speak.

What does one say to a ghost?

She knew she must look like an idiot, gaping at him with no sound escaping from her slack mouth. But a person couldn’t speak when she couldn’t breathe. When had she last taken a breath? She was going to faint. When had she turned into a woman who fainted? She seemed to be doing an awful lot of it lately.

“I’ve been waiting for the right time,” the man told her with a smug smile.

Olivia simply stared and shook her head, repeating the motion over and over. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. The litany, like the repetitive motion, did nothing to ease her panic.

“And you are?” The voice came from her other side, a strong, protective one she wanted desperately to hide behind. Lord Dalton.

“Baron Goldsleigh.”

“Cousin Reginald.” Dalton’s tone was deadly, low and intense. Olivia dragged her eyes from Reginald and looked at the other faces around her. Penny and Cassie each stared at her cousin with a murderous glare. The others shared expressions of various levels of confusion and malice.

“I am her cousin and her guardian as well as baron,” Reginald confirmed.

How was this possible? Reginald was dead. What had she been running from all this time? Had he sent the men she’d thought were the runners?

“Don’t you have anything to say to your long-lost cousin, Livvy?” Reginald taunted.

“What do you want?” Olivia asked him, her voice barely audible. He still had her by the arm, but she had moved as close to Lord Dalton as she was physically able.

“You, of course. I’ve come to bring you home.”

Olivia wasn’t going to faint. She was going to vomit. She was going to mortify her new friends and her hostess by casting up her champagne and roast duckling dinner on the polished parquet floor.

“I think you should unhand the lady.” The Duke of Morewether had walked the two paces to stand behind her. His tone suggested the flirty twinkle was gone from his eye.

Reginald shifted his condescending gaze to Morewether. “I’m afraid I missed our introduction.”

“I am the Duke of Morewether.” No hand was offered in greeting. The duke indicated Harrington, who flanked him behind her. “This is the Earl of Harrington and Marquess of Dalton.” Olivia couldn’t help enjoying the set down so succinctly delivered by the duke with a cutting combination of ennui and unmitigated malice.

Reginald gave a little nod, surely intended as an ironic genuflection, but he did release her arm. “Your Grace. My lords.” He brought his smug gaze back to Olivia. “Your powerful friends can’t help you, Livvy. I am your guardian, and I’ve come to take you home.”

“Only for a couple more weeks.” Her voice was so low and timid she almost couldn’t hear it herself.

“What’s that, my dear?” Reginald’s use of an endearment nauseated her more. “You’ll have to speak up. We can’t hear you.”

“Only for a couple more weeks,” Olivia repeated, gaining strength.

“Nevertheless.”

“Olivia has found a comfortable home here,” Penelope spoke up. Her friend reached across the expanse and grabbed Olivia’s hand, giving it a tight squeeze of support.

Reginald turned his pretty face to Penny and gave the lady a winning smile. It was hard to believe a man who looked as innocent and attractive as her cousin had such a cruel, vicious streak. “I thank you, my lady, for taking such good care of her, but I cannot allow my responsibilities to become yours and your kin.”

“I’m going to stay here.” Olivia struggled to maintain her false bravado.

Reginald’s expression made an almost indiscernible shift, and for an instant his real personality flashed across his face, brutish and tormenting, before he schooled his features back into the congenial and attractive facade he showed the world. “No, you’ll come home where you belong. You’ve gallivanted around town long enough.”

“I hardly think—” Penny started, outraged, but Lord Dalton interrupted with a staying hand. Penny’s mouth snapped shut with an audible click of her teeth.

“There’s no need, Goldsleigh. Miss Goldsleigh and her brother are welcome to stay at Cavendish House for as long as she likes.” Lord Dalton pressed his palm against the small of her back. The supportive gesture gave her strength.

“Oh yes, the whelp.” Reginald dripped disdain. “You’re welcome to keep the boy. He’s no relation of mine, and I don’t hold any desire to foster him until he reaches his majority. Maybe you’ll find a use for him in your stables.”

Cassandra gasped, but Olivia wasn’t the least bit surprised. Knowing Warren had no one but her in the world was part of what drove her so hard. Her glance darted around them to find the eavesdroppers had grown in number and crowded ever closer. This was the sort of thing the gossip mongers of the ton lived for. It would get worse, she knew.

“Come,” Reginald commanded. “Say your farewells. We shall leave first thing in the morning.”

Olivia didn’t move, nor did she make eye contact with her cousin. She swallowed hard.

“Now, Livvy. I’ve already wasted enough time.”

“She’s not going anywhere with you.” Lord Dalton had not raised his voice.

“This is a family matter, Lord Dalton. If you choose to stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong, I’ll be forced to call the constable.”

Olivia heard double masculine snorts from behind her. Apparently Lords Harrington and Morewether had registered their opinions of her cousin’s threat.

“On what charge? Kidnapping? Don’t be asinine,” Dalton said. “You’ve heard her, she doesn’t wish to leave.”

“No, but kidnapping is an interesting suggestion.” Not even a nasty sneer marred Reginald’s beautiful face. She knew from experience how disconcerting it could be, such villainy coming from a lovely form. It was incongruous, but she was immune at this point. “I meant for theft…” her cousin’s eyes shifted to hers, “…or attempted murder.”

“You do what you need to do.” Dalton subtly moved his shoulder in front of her, and now she was situated between him, Morewether and Harrington.

“Ah. I understand.” Reginald’s knowing sneer ratcheted up a notch. “You’re fucking her.”

A gasp came from the ladies, all the ladies, even the hangers-on nearby. A thick arm wrapped in black superfine wool snapped past her and grabbed Dalton’s shoulder. Morewether intoned, “Not here.”

“Not that the bastard doesn’t deserve it,” said Harrington from the other side and behind.

Reginald clearly had no sense of self-preservation. “Will you still keep her as your whore after she’s released from Newgate?”

“By God! You will not talk about her like that.” Morewether’s hand on his shoulder tightened, but Dalton shook it off.

Reginald was not as tall as Dalton, but he wasn’t too far off. “I am her guardian. I’ll talk to or about her anyway I see fit, and there’s nothing you can do about it, marquess or no.”

“As her betrothed, I damn sure have something to say about it.”

“What?” yelped a chorus of feminine voices, including Olivia’s. Why would he say that? Olivia felt like a comment from her was necessary, but she had no idea what to say.

“You’re engaged.” Reginald sounded disbelieving. “I won’t give my consent.”

Here was her chance to contribute. She peeked out around the hulking wall of man in front of her. “I won’t need it in two weeks. I’ll be of age.”

“Attempted murder it is then.” Reginald snarled his threat like it was a foregone conclusion.

“Once we’re married, she’ll be under my protection,” Dalton told him. “Your ridiculous threats have no weight.”

“I’m a peer now, too, Lord Dalton.” Reginald actually sneered when he said Dalton’s name. “I fully intend to use the resources I have coming to me.”

If Olivia could see Dalton’s expression, she was certain it would be thunderous. “I’m certain you will get what’s coming to you.”

“Gentlemen,” Francesca had a calm voice in the sea of animosity. “I think we’ve given the crowd enough of a show. Can we please move this into another room?” She had her arms out at her sides like a shepherd driving a flock.

“We’re done here.” Dalton’s words sounded definitive.

“For now,” Reginald snarled. “You will hear from me very soon, I assure you. I will not be disrespected in this manner.”





Chapter Twenty


“Engaged?” Aunt Evelyn asked for at least the fifth time on the way home from the ball. She peered at Olivia and her nephew through the darkness of the carriage, her gaze alternating between the two of them. Olivia shifted uncomfortably in her seat and turned to look out the window. She couldn’t see much in the inky darkness, but staring at the shadows was better than avoiding the questioning glances from her benefactor.

Dalton hadn’t spoken another word since he’d loaded all the ladies in the carriage and instructed the driver to return home posthaste. It was obvious to Olivia at least that he regretted his hasty words. She’d give him every opportunity to back out. Actually, the easier thing to do for everyone all around was for her to disappear. Perhaps she should speak to Dalton about helping her with the funds necessary for her to book a passage to America. She doubted Reginald would bother to pursue her that far. That was too much trouble, even for the obsession-driven Reginald.

She was still flabbergasted he wasn’t dead. Was it better or worse that he was alive? She didn’t know, but instinct advocated it was better when he was dead. For two months she lived in terror of the Runners coming to get her for his murder, but alive, she knew deep in her gut, meant he was going to continue torturing her for as long as he was able.

“Yes,” Lady Vivienne snapped at her sister. “Engaged. Engaged. Engaged. We were all there. We all heard it. Why must you keep asking?”

Queasiness settled in Olivia’s stomach. More than anything, she didn’t want this family to hate her.

“Well I, for one, am very excited about it,” Cassandra piped up.

“You have to admit, it was romantic,” Penelope replied.

“Indeed,” Cassandra agreed. “I am ever so excited to have been there for it.”

“Engaged,” Lady Evelyn said again, this time almost a whisper to herself, and shook her head in disbelief, but there was a hint of an amazed smile as well.

As they pulled up at Cavendish House, Lady Vivienne instructed, “Cassandra, Penelope, and you too, Olivia, I want you all up to bed right away. I don’t want to hear a bunch of giggling and such. Tomorrow we must be fresh and prepared to face the onslaught of visitors. There is much to plan before the entire ton descends on this house.”

Olivia couldn’t let the marchioness think this was some underhanded plan. “Lady Vivienne, I am so sorry. I’ll figure out some way—”

“Hush,” Lady Vivienne said, but her tone was not harsh. “We’ll sort this out tomorrow. For now, get some sleep. This will be worse on you than the rest of us, I assure you.”

Olivia did hush. Worse on me? What does that mean? She pondered this as she followed the other ladies up the walk and through the front door. Unseeing, she followed along like a duckling across the marble entry and towards the great staircase. She didn’t get far before a strong hand grabbed her arm and diverted her through an open parlor door.

Olivia moved to the far side of the room. “Lord Dalton, I’m so sorry. I never intended for this to end up with an engagement between us.”

“I know.” Lord Dalton shut the parlor door and walked towards her. No, he stalked towards her.

She retreated but kept up the steady stream of apologies and explanations. “I may have come up with a plan that would allow your escape from the engagement.”

Lord Dalton shook his head. “Not interested.” He took two more steps.

“Do you already have an idea then?” she asked.

“No.” Another step. He was relentless.

“Then let me tell you my idea. I think it may work, although I am embarrassed to say I’ll need more of your help implementing it.” The back of her knees hit a settee. She teetered but remained upright.

“I don’t want to hear it.” He ceased his advance but only because he’d nearly run out of room. He stood too close. She couldn’t breathe, and his ardent stare was unnerving. A girl couldn’t concentrate on concocting a plan with a god standing this near and looking at her like that.

“I don’t understand.”

“Stop thinking about it so hard.” Impossibly, he stepped closer, although there was no more room. She leaned backwards a bit, the settee at her knees hindering any further retreat.

“I don’t understand you at all, Lord Dalton.”

He brushed a loose curl of hair behind her ear, stroking his fingers along her cheek and nape, leaving a warm trail of awareness in its wake. “I’m not so complicated.”

“You jest.” Olivia tried to sound indignant, but she felt rather like a pudding, pliant and soft, and she wished to melt against him. “Why don’t you want to hear my ideas for ending this farce of an engagement? You don’t even like me.”

“Of course I like you.” The same hand smoothed down her shoulder and caressed the top of her arm. “Why wouldn’t I like you?”

Olivia snorted. That ought to cool his ardor. Nothing quite as scintillating as a lady who snorts. “We can scarcely be in the same room without ending every conversation in an argument. That is not the usual outcome of two people who like each other.”

“Perhaps, or perhaps not.”

“Are you teasing me or trying to exasperate me even more?”

Lord Dalton chuckled, the sound low and rhythmic. The thrum of his voice settled in her stomach, distracting her. She swayed slightly when his hand followed the curve of her arm and slipped in next to her body to glide across her ribs and around her back. He pulled her to him, a swift tug that brought her flush against him from knee to breast.

“No, I’m not teasing you. Are you teasing me?” His mouth hovered above hers, his breath warm and sweet as it feathered across her skin.

“I don’t know.” Olivia had no idea what she was doing or what he was doing, but if he stopped, she would surely scream.

“Will you call me Henry?”

He was killing her. “When are you going to kiss me?”

“I asked you first.”

“I forgot the question,” she whispered in truth. She’d forgotten just about everything it seemed.

“Will you call me Henry?”

“No.” She tilted her head towards him a little farther, an enticement to bring his lips to hers.

“You will.” He sounded confident. Finally, his lips came down to meet hers.

He’d specifically chosen floozies who didn’t have yellow hair. No, he’d wait until he had her before he’d indulge that particular peccadillo.

Nude, he paced across the bedroom of the rented house in a not-quite-fashionable bachelor neighborhood of London. Reginald filled his glass with whiskey and drank deeply before turning around to glance back at the bed. Three wives of highborn men sleeping there, their naked limbs entwined, did not satisfy him past the immediate moment. Joining them back in the bed did not appeal to him anymore either. He had hoped to distract himself with their bodies, but they had tired too quickly, and now he was left with his thoughts.

He dropped into a chair before the fire and drank from his glass. The whiskey would not help him control his temper, in fact, quite the opposite was true. At this point though, Reginald didn’t care. He was past the point of trying to be nice.

He’d let her live in his house and eat his food. Christ, he’d even let the little leech stay with her. He’d thought he’d done the little parasite in when he’d pushed him over the paddock fence, but his man watching the house had seen the bloodsucker walking around since. Her previous comfort had been due to his largesse, and he’d be damned if he would continue that for free any longer. The selfish hussy had refused him – repeatedly.

No one refused him.

No one.

He’d admonished himself plenty for losing control of the situation the night she left. But the bitch had coshed him over the head with a pan and then shot him. That sort of thing deserved punishment.

Reginald had been mulling over how to discipline her for months now. His little team of toothless minions had finally found her and then kept satisfactory tabs on her during her romp in London, but now he was tired of the game. It was time to go home, and she was coming with him.

Olivia was his due for patiently waiting for his title. If she continued to contest him, things would not go well for her. If he put his mind to it, she would be very sorry. Very sorry indeed.

And he did have a mind to it. He was enjoying wrapping his mind about that idea.

Elegant fingers slid along his collarbone, and a slim, ivory arm came into view attached to a naked shoulder. “Come back to bed, my lord,” the redhead begged. He couldn’t remember her name, but it didn’t matter.

Reginald didn’t move from his chair, but he did allow the whore to trail her fingers down his chest as she came around to the front of the chair.

“The bed is cold without you.” She made as if to sit in his lap, but Reginald spread his knees and positioned her between his legs.

“You disappointed me earlier.”

She grinned, lusty. “Let me make amends, my lord?”

He grabbed a handful of hair and pushed her face in his crotch. He kept his fingers wrapped in her red strands as her head bobbed in his lap, picking up a steady rhythm. It was Olivia he imagined as his cock grew harder and thicker, sliding in and out of the whore’s mouth. It was Olivia he punished when his hips rose to meet the woman’s downward thrusts. When he came with a low grunt, the muscles of his stomach and buttocks flexing, he smiled.

He stood from the chair and headed back toward the bed to wake up the other men’s wives, the redhead trailing behind. He would use them until he was exhausted this time.

He always had his best ideas when he was fucking.





Chapter Twenty-One


Olivia woke up engaged.

She should have offered to explain her plan when Dalton was kissing her, but it seemed such a waste to spoil the blissful physical awareness. Also, she couldn’t remember the details of the plan at that particular moment or why it was so vital. She still couldn’t believe Lord Dalton hadn’t even flinched when Reginald had threatened her with attempted murder.

“I still have an idea for a way out of this mess,” she had told him. She’d stood on the first stair riser and still needed to tilt her head up to look him in the eye.

Lord Dalton shook his head. “I don’t want to hear another word about it. I have every intention of going through with this wedding.”

“But—”

He’d kissed her into silence.

So nothing was accomplished the previous night to help the situation, and with her mind a whirl with so much nonsense, she didn’t get much sleep either. It was difficult to shut off her head when it was full of beautiful men—both good and evil—insane proposals, unbelievable revelations, veiled threats, outstanding kisses, an injured brother, and a mother-in-law-to-be who was clearly unhappy about the prospect of her as a daughter-in-law.

She was reliving the kisses when the summons from the marchioness arrived before breakfast. Expecting something of the sort, Olivia had dressed by herself while the sun came up, choosing a peach-flowered morning dress because it buttoned up the front, thus it did not require her maid’s assistance. Her unruly hair was wound in a braid and secured with about a thousand pins in an effort to keep it presentable. While she dressed, she rehearsed how she was going to explain this mess to Lady Vivienne. It was of the utmost importance, even though she wasn’t planning to go through with the marriage, that the lady not think the entire event had been some wild machination on Olivia’s part.

Olivia squared her shoulders on the landing and took strength in the fact that she’d braved Mrs. Greene. Her landlady had been a dragon. Surely the gently bred Lady Vivienne would not be so terrifying. She inhaled a deep breath in front of the closed door then raised her fist and rapped on the paneled wood.

“Come in.”

Olivia curtsied. “Good morning, my lady.”

“Olivia.” Lady Vivienne perched on the edge of a sofa, alone in her favorite morning room. As always, she represented all that a powerful matriarch of tonnish society could be. The woman was impeccably dressed. Olivia was certain she didn’t have an unruly hair on her head. The marchioness came from French money, she presided over one of the most influential families of London society, and she knew absolutely everyone. If she wanted to squash Olivia like a bug, Olivia would have to let her do it. After all the lady and her family had done for her and Warren, Olivia thought it would be commendable if Lady Vivienne only threw her out into the street.

“My lady,” Olivia began, “please believe me when I tell you I had no intention, no intention whatsoever, of becoming engaged to your son. I told him as much last night, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

“I know.” Lady Vivienne’s voice was cultured and soft. It didn’t seem to hold any malice, either. “I never thought you did.”

Olivia blinked at her while she searched for something intelligent to say. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t believe you starved yourself in a park to the point of unconsciousness for the sole purpose of worming your way into my family. I do know several young women I wouldn’t put such considerations past, but not you.” Lady Vivienne shook her head and allowed a smile.

“But last evening you seemed quite angry with me.”

“Last evening was quite a shock, wouldn’t you say?” Lady Vivienne gestured for Olivia to take a seat on the opposite end of the sofa. Facing each other, they were not so far apart that Lady Vivienne couldn’t take Olivia’s hand, which she did. “I may not have presented myself in a gracious manner, but I was surprised. I admit I don’t much like surprises.”

“If I could have warned you or Lord Dalton, I would have, my lady,” Olivia blurted out. “I had no idea, I assure you, that my cousin would be at the party or even in London.” Or at any party. Ever again. Unless it was a party in hell.

Lady Vivienne arched her brows. “Beautiful man, your cousin. With what you’ve shared about your experiences with him, it’s hard to reconcile those stories with the way he looks.”

Olivia sighed. “That’s the way it’s always been. His handsome face lets him get away with everything. I understand if you don’t believe me.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you? I haven’t known you for long, but you’ve given me no reason to suspect you.”

Olivia was queasy, her stomach flipping with the guilt of knowing how much she hadn’t shared with Lord Dalton and now Lady Vivienne. So she and Warren hadn’t killed Reginald, but wasn’t it almost as bad to bash him over the head with a frying pan, shoot him, and then leave him on the floor of her family’s kitchen with blood pouring out of a gunshot wound? Surely attempted murder was as hangable an offense as murder. Her continued presence could only bring heartache to this family.

“I hardly feel like I’m worthy of your good faith. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you or Lord Dalton for all you’ve done. I have tried to assure your son that I intend to account for every farthing.”

Lady Vivienne squeezed her hand. “I don’t expect my daughter-in-law to repay anything, and I don’t believe Henry expects his marchioness to repay him either.”

“You still expect Henry to go through with this?” Olivia’s eyes grew in disbelief.

“Certainly.” Vivienne nodded with assurance. “You did not?”

“I’ve met the kind of lady you expected your son to marry.” Olivia thought of his ex-fiancée the beautiful, sophisticated Lady Francesca, and knew she could never compare to the perfection of the other woman. “I have no intention of insisting Lord Dalton carry on this charade. I told him as much.”

“I see.” Lady Vivian was cryptic in her tone and expression. “What did Henry have to say to that?”

Olivia shifted in her seat to turn more decisively towards the marchioness. “He refuses to listen to reason. I hope you’ll be able to make him see the folly of even considering an alliance with me. I have a plan for a way out.”

Lady Vivian’s expression was indecipherable. “Why don’t you go ahead and divulge this plan.”

Olivia took back her hand and placed it in her lap where she fiddled with her dress. “I will have to go if I can ever hope my cousin will leave your family alone. I don’t think he’ll continue to plague you if I’ve disappeared.” Lady Vivienne didn’t add any remarks, so Olivia plodded on. “Before I came to stay here, I was trying to save enough funds to book passage to America, but the ticket’s very expensive. Maybe if I could get to France, I could lose myself on the Continent.” Lady Vivienne raised an eyebrow, but once again didn’t utter a word. Olivia lowered her gaze to stare at her hands in her lap. The admission she needed to make now was beyond embarrassing. “I don’t have the funds to purchase the ticket.”

“Ahhh, I see.” Lady Vivian nodded.

The next admission was harder. “I am afraid to make Warren travel with his broken arm.”

“And you’d like to leave him here. With us.”

Olivia couldn’t answer. She tried to control the sob that bubbled up from her chest and settled in her throat, but it escaped in a pathetic, gasping breath. She swiped the tears from her cheeks, angry with herself that she couldn’t keep control of her emotions.

“I suspect your brother won’t like being left behind.”

Olivia opened her mouth and shut it again. She closed her eyes and willed a calming breath. “No, I’m sure he won’t. I’ve thought about it a lot, and I think his health must take precedence no matter how much it hurts.”

“Who are you afraid of hurting? Who do you fear will suffer the most, you or Warren?” Lady Vivienne asked, her expression still inscrutable.

Olivia’s tears flowed more freely at the painful thought of leaving her brother behind and venturing out into the world completely alone. Granted, Warren was a child, but he was company, and she loved him immeasurably.

Olivia wiped the tears from her cheeks with a determined swipe of the heel of her hand. “Warren will be angry, but he’ll come to see the wisdom in my leaving.”

“But I don’t know that I will,” Vivienne told her. “Honestly, I can’t see any wisdom at all in sending you out into the world by yourself and penniless. In fact, that sounds like the height of stupidity. If my son even gave an ounce of thought to your plan, I’d cuff his ears, marquess or no. He gave his word in a ballroom full of people. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t pretend none of this ever happened. You’re already in the gossip columns, and my family can’t stand another broken engagement.”

Why was nothing ever easy? All of these complications were killing her. “Really? Already? I can hardly fathom anyone would care.” The fabric of Olivia’s skirt was a wrinkled, disheveled mess.

“Wouldn’t care? Surely you’re kidding.” Lady Vivienne stood from the sofa and paced towards the bellpull, where she gave it a yank. “You’re talking about hundreds of people with little to do but meddle in other people’s lives. Last night was the height of excitement. I dare say we’ll receive more visitors today than we have in weeks simply because everyone will be hoping to be the first to hear something new about the situation. A good bit of gossip will assure entrée into all the best drawing rooms, Olivia. If they don’t get a story from us, they’ll make something up.”

Maids showed up in response to the summons, and Lady Vivienne gave them a series of instructions which Olivia didn’t pay much attention to. Olivia knew everything Lady Vivienne said was true. But what the marchioness wasn’t aware of was so much worse and made Olivia believe that if she stayed, she’d only hurt the family more in the long run.

Vivienne resumed her seat next to her. “So tell me, Olivia, if my son and I are willing to take all the risks, then why aren’t you interested in marrying my Henry?”

“That’s not it at all.” Olivia shook her head. After sharing several kisses and caresses with Lord Dalton, she was most definitely interested in pursuing marital relations with him. The skin on her upper chest and throat blushed hot. She clutched at the abused material of her dress to keep her hands from fluttering around her cheeks.

I wish I could let everything go…

“I thought not.” Vivienne patted Olivia’s forearm with understanding. “I’ve seen the way you look at each other, and I recognize an attraction when I see one. This engagement may not have come about the conventional way, but here it is, and we can all make the best of it. You’re a lovely, sweet girl. You’re brave and honorable with an intelligent head on your shoulders. Regardless of my less-than-charitable reaction yestereve, I’m happy to welcome you as my daughter-in-law.”

“That’s good to hear, Mother,” a deep voice resonated from across the room, “because I booked St. George’s for two weeks from tomorrow.”





Chapter Twenty-Two


Wedding planning erupted around her.

Following Lord Dalton into the room, Evelyn glided in, her face beaming with…pride? “I told you I’d get you a society marriage this season.” Evelyn pulled her into a tight embrace. “Silly me. I’d never even considered turning you towards my nephew.”

“I didn’t plan this.” Olivia pulled away and protested yet again. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

Evelyn eyed her with curiosity. “I know. No one thinks that, Olivia.”

How did everyone in this house think so much better of her than she thought of herself?

Penelope and Cassandra soon entered the ever-shrinking parlor. Though they were bleary-eyed from being roused so early in the morning after the late night, the excitement of planning a wedding also shown in their eyes. A light breakfast of tea and cinnamon cakes was set out on an improvised sideboard. Eventually the entire household wandered into the parlor, including her brother, who took the news of his sister’s engagement to Lord Dalton with obvious delight. Olivia mused that now Warren’s hero worship could continue on unabated. Perhaps that would lessen the blow when she left.

When she left.

Everything was so muddled now. Yesterday her course had seemed clear, obvious, and now, well, now everything was confused. The blasted man had kissed her again and didn’t even have the courtesy to fight with her afterwards. She cursed the tingling sensation that drifted over her at the sensory memory of that last embrace. No one could be expected to keep her head together when gods who walked the earth kissed attempted murderesses into utter and total stupidity.

Between bites of breakfast, the Cavendish ladies solidified a plan to curtail any unflattering gossip. Vivienne didn’t appear to be concerned about negative whispering, or at least that was the attitude she told the rest of the ladies they were to project to anyone raising an eyebrow in their direction.

“Enough of that nonsense.” The Dowager Marchioness, Lord Dalton’s grandmother spoke up. “The wedding is barely two weeks away. London can forget anything so long as there’s a good party.”

Evelyn agreed wholeheartedly. She’d sent word to the modiste, Madame Bolivant, and the dress was already underway. The ladies gathered round a table, and planning began in earnest. Olivia settled mutely on a settee in the middle of the flurry, stunned into silence at the sheer amount of activity that went into planning a society wedding. Stacks of paper, list after list of guests, what would be served at the wedding breakfast, flower arrangements, and all manner of minutia which never would have occurred to Olivia, were passed around the table, and each lady commented.

As far as Olivia could tell, she didn’t even need to be present for the planning of her wedding. She looked towards the doorway wistfully, wondering if there was any way she could sneak out undetected. Which would make you an unworthy, ungrateful wench.

“What do you think, Olivia?”

“I’m sorry, I was woolgathering. What was the question?”

“For the flowers, I was thinking…” Penelope prattled on.

Olivia tried to listen, really she did, but her mind kept sliding unbidden into Dalton’s arms and their last kiss. She smiled and nodded at all the questions. She didn’t care about flowers or wedding breakfasts or even the gown. She wanted to be convinced marrying Dalton was the smartest, best thing for her to do. Maybe she was thinking too hard, resisting too much. Perhaps it was time for her fairy tale. Did handsome men really rescue damsels from ogres?

The whole sordid story reeked of melodrama.

She ought to write it down and see if she could commission it to a bookseller. Then she’d have enough money to run away to America. She smirked at the irony of that.

As if conjured by her thoughts, Lord Dalton appeared in the doorway. Her breath caught as his eyes sought her out, and as soon as his gaze found hers, he smiled at her. Her lips tingled in her anticipation of another of his sultry kisses.

“Henry,” Evelyn called out, noticing her nephew, “what do you want? We’re busy planning the wedding.”

“So I see.” Dalton surveyed his women. “How are the plans coming?” His gaze slid over to Olivia again, swept over her breasts and settled on her lips.

“The guest list has been assembled,” his mother informed him. “We’ll start on the invitations shortly.”

“Excellent.” He nodded. The women all stared at him for a beat or two. Clearly out of his element, he added, “I placed the advertisement in the papers.”

Vivienne marked something off her list. “Good.”

Dalton noticed his sister, Daphne, sitting with her arms crossed sullenly over her chest. Since Olivia had been in her own head most of the morning, she didn’t know what was wrong with her. “What’s the pout for, butterbean?” he asked his sister.

Helen piped up helpfully, “She’s mad because I knew before she did.”

Daphne squinted hard at her younger sister but addressed her words to her mother. “It’s not fair. I’m three years older than her.”

“That’s what you get for sleeping so late.” Cassandra was haughty, acting the wise older sister.

Daphne turned her dagger eyes to her older sister. “No one asked you, Cassie.”

“All right,” Vivienne cut in, “that’s enough.”

“But, Mother,” both girls chimed in together, then each headed off into their own arguments, hoping to sway their mother. Before long, everyone was talking with raised voices and no one was listening.

Olivia leaned back in her chair, her back pressing into the silk upholstery, wishing she was anywhere but there. The room burst into a chaos of harsh words and tears, and more than one tongue was stuck out at a sister.

She sought out Dalton’s gaze again. They were the only two people in the room who weren’t speaking, or yelling or gesturing wildly. He tilted his head towards the doorway and raised his eyebrows in invitation. Olivia looked around her at the near riot and then looked guiltily at the door. These women were generously giving of their time and energy to save her hide, and she shouldn’t run out on them.

She bit her bottom lip and met Dalton’s gaze again. He mouthed the words, Come with me. That ended the debate. As unobtrusively as possible, she rose from her seat and inched away from the others towards the door. Dalton grasped her hand and snuck them both out undetected.

“Run away with me.” He raised her hand to his mouth and kissed the back as he led her briskly away, putting as much space between them and the parlor before anyone could notice they were missing.





Chapter Twenty-Three


Henry guided her down the winding halls at a fast clip. Olivia held up her skirts with one hand, almost running to keep up with his long strides. “Where are you taking me?”

“What difference does it make? Eden.”

Henry paused at the French doors, opened them wide and bowed to her, throwing his arm to the side to usher her out to a garden.

“Yes, Eden,” Olivia agreed, a smile in her voice.

Hidden by tall brick walls on three sides, flowers ran riot. The colors were stunning in their contrast, greens and oranges, yellows and purples, blues and reds. They were all intermixed and in no discernable pattern. This was a garden tended by someone who loved wild things.

Holding hands, they walked through the paths. Olivia’s free hand outstretched at hip level, palm out, feeling the tips of the purple foxgloves, the little bell-like flowers hanging from the tall stems tickling her fingers. Henry waited while she paused to smell the aroma from the carpet of creeping thyme. It released its scent with every footstep, its tiny white and lavender flowers seeming to cover the entire ground except where sweet, green clover rolled across the earth. The hypnotic hum of the bees working through the thousands of flowers, pollinating along their way, rose above the garden. The eastern wall was covered with ivy, the base dotted with irises, their faces lifted towards the sun. As he led her deeper into the wildness, they found peonies with ruffled petals that made giant hot pink and white pompoms, and she bent to take in their smell.

“Oh, Lord Dalton,” she said, and Henry cursed her use of his formal title—still. “Is this your doing?”

“I must give all the credit to my grandmother.” He couldn’t help grinning when he thought of his father’s mother squatting in the sunshine, her giant floppy hat shading her face, gloves on her manicured hands and a giant smudge of soil smeared across her cheek. “She’s been working in this garden since she became the marchioness after she married my grandfather at seventeen. She never wanted a perfect sculpted garden like the rest of the ladies of the ton.” Olivia smiled at him and nodded her understanding. “Ah, here is my grandmother’s favorite.”

Henry gestured to the right at wine-red gladioli, some stretching as much as two feet tall. There were thirty or forty of them, and they were stunning in their majesty. “Gladiolus byzantinus,” he said, using the Latin name.

“My!” Olivia breathed. He was certain she was as awed by the flowers as he had always been. “Why just the one color?”

“Because they are the most beautiful, I guess.” Henry shrugged. “And they are unexpected.”

“This whole garden is unexpected.”

Henry slowly turned, taking in his grandmother’s garden. “I think she chose this particular spot because it’s far away from the main part of the house. She hides out here, you know.”

Olivia smiled at him, a breathtaking display of beauty to rival the garden. “Who is she hiding from?”

“All those silly girls.” Henry’s high voice and flippant hand gesture was a spot-on impression of his grandmother. “My sisters aren’t interested in gardening when there is socializing to be done.”

“Is she here all those times they think she’s napping?” Olivia asked with a conspiratorial grin on her full lips. He knew how those lips would taste, how they’d feel.

“If she’s missing, you can bet your pin money she’s holed up out here.” Henry’s hand itched to touch her. “I’m not sure any of them even know about this place. I think the girls assume she naps twelve hours a day.”

“Well, that’s only fair.” Olivia glanced around the garden as if she was looking for his grandmother now. Henry knew they were alone. Everyone else waded around the parlor, knee-deep in list making and planning. “You have your own lair to hide out from the world.”

“I do.” Henry turned his body toward her. Hair came loose around her face, the wheat-colored curls framing her jawline and brushing against her neck. A neck that begged to be nuzzled. “Although it seems every time I turn around, there is a nymph in there digging through my papers or reclining on my sofa.”

Olivia blushed, and Henry’s desire escalated, his breath quickening in response.

“Let me show you my favorite place.” He retook her hand and led her down a different path. They wound past the haphazardly arranged flowerbeds with their glorious blossoms open and basking in the late morning sunshine, until they reached a giant willow tree in the far corner. Using his forearm, he raised the drooping leaves and branches, making a passageway underneath. Olivia smiled shyly while she ducked her head and entered the cavelike space under the willow branches. The area was surprisingly spacious and deliciously cool. With the branches hanging back down, no one could see inside. They were completely hidden.

Henry followed her underneath. He snaked his arms around her waist and pulled her back flush with his chest. His groin twitched in anticipation.

“Oh, this is sublime,” she whispered. The sense of quiet and secrecy under the tree compelled them to keep their voices low even though they enjoyed complete privacy.

“I know,” he murmured into her ear, meaning more than the scenery. He exhaled against the exposed area of her nape, causing the tendrils gathered loosely there to flutter against her skin. “I used to build forts under here when I was a boy.”

“You’ll have to show Warren. He would love it.”

“If I show Warren, then I can’t sneak you under here and have you all to myself.” Henry nibbled at her ear, teething the lobe and tugging gently.

Olivia shivered, causing pleasant tingles across his body. “Oh, I guess not.” She leaned her head to the side, giving up the tender skin of her neck to his ministrations. “That would be a shame.”

“Ummm-hmmm.” Dalton’s tongue was too busy tracing the outside of her ear and skating along the pulse points to her shoulder to form words. He released his hold around her waist, lifted his hands to her cap sleeves and gently pulled until the neckline of her dress fell from her shoulders and exposed the sensitive skin there, her chest bare to the rise of her breasts.

Olivia sighed, a sweet contented sound that spoke volumes of how much she enjoyed his attentions. He raised one hand and trailed his fingers up and down her throat, the satin of her skin cool in the shade.

Olivia found her voice. “Thank you for…” his teeth scraped along the tendon in her neck, “…trying to rescue me,” she finished. “It was a bit…” She paused, searching for the right word and failing while he distracted her with his tongue. He traced her spine as it appeared out of her hairline and then disappeared into the back of her dress, a moist line left in its wake.

“It was a bit what?” he whispered in her other ear.

“What?” she asked.

Henry loved how he distracted her. “You didn’t complete the sentence.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t even care.” She sounded as breathless as he was, her chest rising and falling with rapid, shallow breaths.

His face nudged her chin back so he had access to the front of her throat. He still stood behind her, his hands now cupping her breasts and kneading them gently.

“Do you still entertain ideas of running away?” His voice was low and gravelly, hoarse from want. Oh, did he want.

“If I am, will you keep trying to persuade me to stay?” She leaned against him, tossing her head back to rest on his shoulder. His fingers lowered her bodice by teasing fractions, and he enjoyed the tantalizing, slow reveal of her flesh.

“I believe my fiancée is flirting with me.” He chuckled against her skin. Her dress slipped further, almost low enough to expose her hard nipples to his gaze. When she inhaled sharply at another gentle nip to her ear, the flushed circles of areola rose over the silk of her gown. Henry released a sigh of appreciation.

“Your fiancée,” she repeated. Henry suspected that wasn’t the easiest admission for her to make, but it was one step closer to intimacy, one step closer to calling him by his Christian name. He needed to convince her to relinquish her desire to always be in control, to let go and let him take care of her, of everything.

***

One more careful inch and her breasts fell free of her gown, her chemise with it. A gentle breeze came through the branches to caress her skin. Delicious.

Dalton raised a hand to her mouth. “Open,” he commanded. He slid one thick thumb past her obedient lips. Her womb tightened almost painfully as she instinctively sucked on his thumb. His groan sent a wave rushing through her, and she pressed against his chest, feeling his strength behind her and around her, his masculinity surrounding her. He pulled his thumb loose and caressed her pebbled flesh with his damp digit, the cool air causing her skin to pucker even more. His hands commanding and greedy, she felt his gaze watching her as he toyed with her breasts, lifting and molding them, rolling the tender flesh between his fingers. All the while, she gripped the legs of his pants behind her. She fisted the fabric tightly in an effort to stay upright.

When his hands smooth down her belly, she gave up the effort to stand. He sank with her to the carpet of clover and thyme, the sweet-smelling grasses mingling with the scent of their arousal. He laid her gently on her back, her hair coming loose from the pins, forming a pillow behind her head. He stretched his long body out next to her, raised up on one elbow so he could look at her face.

He inquired again, a roguish smile hinting he already knew the answer. “Are you still considering running away?”

“No,” she responded shyly. When had that happened? Was it during the conversation with his mother, or had she decided now, under the willow tree?

“What convinced you?” He wasn’t looking at her face anymore, his attention drawn to her breasts and his fingers, caressing and teasing.

“Your kiss convinced me.”

“Which kiss?” he asked. “That rather tame one last night, or this one?”

Dalton slid his hand under her neck and lifted her to his mouth, his lips taking hers greedily. His tongue caressed hers, the sensitive skin of her breasts abrading the wool of his jacket. His kiss possessed her, its power and mastery demanding she relinquish sensual control. Olivia moaned with a potent need she was too naïve to slake.

“Olivia,” he breathed against her mouth after he finally broke the kiss.

She combed her fingers through his hair. “Kiss me again,” she whispered, urging his mouth back to hers.

“I want to kiss you everywhere. Here and here and here.” He placed gentle kisses in a few exposed places he must have known she would appreciate.

Olivia arched into his exploratory kisses. She guessed there was more, surely there was more, and she wanted it all. Now. “Where else?” If he didn’t answer, she had a few suggestions—if she was brave enough to voice them.

Dalton cupped between her legs. A jolt of electricity danced through her, a gasp of intense pleasure, and her hips responded by pressing against his palm.

“Here,” he said gruffly. “I want to kiss you here.”

Olivia was shocked, thrilled, excited. She hadn’t even known that was done. She bit her bottom lip and returned his intense gaze. How did she go about asking for that? She was already wanton, lying hidden under this tree with him, half out of her dress, talking about his mouth doing forbidden things. She wanted him to do that particular thing desperately. Her lips formed the word please, but the only audible sound was the s at the end. Dalton groaned a deep, husky, inherently masculine growl and cupped her more firmly. If she felt this much sensation through all her clothes, what would his touch be like against her skin? His mouth? Lips? Tongue? She’d do almost anything to find out.

“I want you,” Dalton told her.

Olivia didn’t understand. “All right.” She granted him all the permission she thought he needed. Did he doubt her readiness? Her willingness? She arched against his hand in encouragement.

He groaned again, lowering his head to her breast, but instead of taking her in his mouth as she hoped, he rested his forehead against her, panting next to her skin. Confused and disappointed, she lay still beneath him, threading her fingers through the hair at the base of his skull.

“I want you so much, too much.” He released his hold of her and straightened out the fabric of her skirt, but the wrinkles wouldn’t relax. He kissed each breast, but then frustratingly he lifted the material of her dress up and covered them again. He planted a firm kiss on her mouth and sat up, reaching for her hand and pulling her up next to him.

“Are we through?” Surely not. She was on fire, every inch of her skin alive with awareness of him, and now he was stopping? Bloody hell.

“You are to be my wife,” he began, lamely. “I want your first time to be in a soft bed with silk sheets, not on the ground in my grandmother’s garden.”

“I don’t mind.” She pulled his face back to look at him. “Dalton, I don’t mind.”

“But I mind,” he told her vehemently, his ice-blue eyes intense. “We must wait.” He silenced her with another searing kiss when he sensed another protest from her. “I want you desperately, Olivia, but not like this.”

“Dalton,” she began, but he interrupted.

He grasped her face with both hands, forcing her to meet his gaze. “When you’re lying beneath me and I’m moving inside you, when you’re mine. You will call me Henry. Not Dalton. Not my lord. Henry. Do you understand? You will be my wife, and you will call me by my Christian name.”

He kissed her again to make his point. When he raised his head, Olivia was breathless, hot, desperate.

“Say my name,” he commanded her.

“Henry.”

He moaned at the word, and kissed her again.

“Henry,” she repeated.





Chapter Twenty-Four


Dear Lord in heaven, why had she waited so long to say his name? Sometimes she let stubbornness rule, and many times—most times actually, this particular incident included—her stubbornness turned out to be pure folly. Was the effort to stay detached worth postponing this glorious inevitability? Keeping him at arm’s length satisfied no one.

Olivia believed Henry. She wanted to trust him more than anything. She yearned to be free of the responsibility to keep herself and Warren alive. The desire to be part of this family and to finish exploring her new feelings for her fiancée was enough for her to give up, give in, relent. The simple word, Henry, tumbled from her lips, and she was so handsomely rewarded she repeated it every chance she got.

“Henry.”

Blast the man and his annoying, innate goodness. He told her they should stop. He said they should wait two more weeks until they were married in truth. Only, once she’d made the decision to stop running, to trust he could protect her from her cousin, she didn’t want to be good. Proving her commitment to the marriage, to him, was more important to her than his blasted code. How ironic was it that his sense of honor was one of the most attractive things about him?

Her reward for saying his name was a toe-curling, mind-bending kiss. They had risen to their knees on the carpet of clover and thyme. A breeze ruffled the leaves of the willow tree. Olivia clung to him while he kissed her, grasping at his clothes and unbuttoning his waistcoat. She yanked up the linen shirt until she felt the smooth, heated satin of his skin.

Henry moaned when her palm settled on his rib cage, and he altered the tilt of her head and deepened the kiss. She had never expected lovemaking to be so all encompassing. Before, when her cousin had groped her, or she escaped the lecherous fondling of would-be pimps or others of that ilk, she’d never found a need to participate. Nothing about those encounters had been exciting, not on any level. Besides, those other men hardly seemed to expect or welcome her involvement. In fact, sometimes it seemed they were more excited by the fact that she fought them.

Her experiences with Henry were very different. She wanted to touch him and smell him and taste him. It was more than obvious how much he enjoyed her involvement. Whether from his appreciative noises or the intensity of his kisses, she knew that her fiancé enjoyed her participation and what she did with her hands. A tentative foray with her tongue lit Henry up like a stifled firework. Her tongue slipped past her lips and, when she touched his tongue with hers, his muscles tensed, all his energy coiled, leashed, holding back to give her a chance to experiment. Braver, she stroked her tongue in farther, tasting coffee from his breakfast. Henry’s arms tightened around her waist and a smothered moan urged her on.

She loved the way the muscles of his abdomen tensed against her hands, and when she smoothed her palms farther up his chest, she brushed soft hair. His body felt so exquisitely different from her own. His was hard and square, the ridges of his muscles flexing under her hands. She wanted to see what she was feeling, but his clothes weren’t as accommodating as hers. There was no simple pushing down of his sleeves to reveal his chest to her gaze. Olivia withdrew her hands and pulled away from his kiss. In response she received a worried, slightly unfocused look from Henry.

She tugged at his jacket lapels. “Take this off.” Except he didn’t move. “Henry, take off your jacket.” That got her a sly grin as he rolled his shoulders while she pushed the fabric off his arms. The waistcoat followed, landing on the clover atop his jacket. That left the shirt. His mouth settled on hers again, and for several seconds she simply enjoyed the kiss, his fine, tailored shirt bunched up in her hands but forgotten as Henry’s kiss commanded all her attention. Eventually, the shirt came off over his head and joined the growing pile of clothing on the ground.

Her Henry was beautiful, perfect. She ran her hands over his skin, across his naked shoulders, along his arms hanging tense at his sides. The soft hair on his chest tapered down his stomach and into a thin strip that disappeared under the waistband of his trousers. Her fingers traced the tantalizing trail but stopped before they dipped into his pants.

She lifted her eyes to find Henry staring at her. Gone was the dazed look of minutes before, replaced by an intensity that made her swallow hard. “Henry?” He stared but didn’t speak. Was he angry? Was she too forward?

“Olivia.” One word. He fisted his hands. He closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. “Oh God, help me.”

She bit her bottom lip and raised her hand to cup his cheek. “Are you all right?”

Eyes closed, hands still clenched at his sides, he exhaled in response. Olivia kissed him then. She slid her fingers behind his neck and pulled him down to meet her mouth. He didn’t resist, but it was obvious he was holding back, although he did nothing to stop her tentative exploration of his mouth.

The breeze brought the mingled smell of roses, grass and the sweet smell of crushed clover and thyme. A bird called in the distance, and in the quiet of the garden she could make out the sound of a distant cricket. Perhaps both called for their mates. Olivia had found hers. Henry would care for her. She had no doubts about that, and she wanted him to. Admitting that revelation to herself eased her mind. With the weight of the world off her chest, she was able to consider a life with Henry, and she was mildly surprised to find how much that idea appealed to her. He was an honorable man. It was evidenced in everything he did: the way he cared for his family and friends, his attention to Warren, his self-restraint with her under the tree.

Except the man heated her from the inside out, and regardless of what he thought she wanted, or what he thought was best for her, she wasn’t done with him yet. He’d mentioned something about tasting her before, and she wanted to explore that idea a bit further.

It wasn’t long before Henry was kissing her back. At first one arm came around to pull her to him, the hand still balled in a fist, but eventually both arms tightened, and his hands relaxed around her until his embrace had her crushed against him.

“Oh, Henry,” she whispered into his hair as soon as he broke the kiss. His mouth settled at her nape then in the hollow of her throat, skirting the top of her bodice. She knew what his mouth felt like on her breasts, and her nipples beaded into hard points at the tactile memory. He made no effort to lower her bodice this time. It would be her decision how far they would take their passion under the tree.

Without hesitation, Olivia slid the round pearl buttons through the moorings, one by one, until she had exposed her lacy chemise. Wiggling her shoulders until the sleeves drooped to her sides, she slipped her arms loose and her dress, free of any hindrance, sagged to the ground.

“You’re killing me.” His voice was husky and overflowing with want.

“If you stop now, you’ll kill me.” She ached for his mouth, her breasts heavy and tingling. When he hesitated, she guided his hand to her chest. She filled his hand, and when he lightly squeezed her nipple through the lace, a desperate whimper escaped her lips between panting breaths. Her head rolled back, leaving her neck and chest open to his mouth.

“Yes.” The word was barely audible. “Oh yes,” she repeated the words like a religious chant.

Silk and lace fluttered over her face, and her chemise floated to the ground next to his clothes. Finally, he gave her what she thought would complete her—his mouth on her bare breasts again, but his tongue didn’t sate her. He bent her, his arm supporting her back until she reclined half on the grass, half on her dress.

“Are you sure? It’s only a couple more weeks.” He said the words his honor dictated he say, but it was obvious, both by his plaintive expression and the bulge in his trousers, what he hoped her answer would be.

“If I’m to be your wife, I don’t want to wait.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Henry breathed in relief and came down on her, settling his weight over her body. He kissed her again, but he didn’t stay there long. He spread open-mouthed kisses over her collarbone, taking his time on her breasts and eventually arriving at her navel. He licked a circle around it then dipped his tongue in the indention. Olivia fidgeted in frustration, her hips moving restlessly beneath him.

“You are so beautiful.”

“So are you.”

He kissed along the crease where her leg met her hip. For the first time since they’d started exploring each other she felt self-conscious. She realized how wet she’d become. Olivia made to sit up, but he gently pushed her back without breaking his concentration.

“Shhhh,” His breath feathered across her skin.

She squeezed her eyes shut and fidgeted. A moment later, they flew back open, and she sucked in a gasping breath. Her fingers settled in his hair, and her hips moved of their own volition. The sounds she made were unfamiliar to her ears except when she extolled his name over and over—in encouragement or mindlessness she had no idea. Suddenly the edge he’d been driving her towards appeared, and she dove into the abyss, falling and flying at the same time.

When she opened her eyes again, Henry’s grinning face loomed over hers. He’d himself of his boots and pants. When she smoothed her hands along his back, instead of encountering the wool of his trousers, she found warm skin and a well-muscled rear end.

“My,” she exclaimed, wide-eyed and breathless.

His grin grew in response, and he raised his eyebrows with a flirtatious tease. “You like that?”

Lord, she hoped that was a rhetorical question because other than a flirtatious reply, critical thinking was beyond her. “It’s not too bad,” she teased back. She wasn’t complaining, but, she was certain there was more to lovemaking, and she was ready.

“Are you sure?” The grin faded, and his beautiful face turned serious. Dark gold hair hung down in charming dishevelment. Her gaze followed the column of his throat and paused to take in the definition of his chest and the dusting of wheat-colored hair. Her eyes traced the trail of hair leading down his stomach to…

Oh my God.

He was huge. A shiver passed through her at the thought of that going there. Were all men like this, or was Henry extraordinary?

“I think so.”.

He bent and kissed her. While he invaded her mouth, his fingers found the secret place he had treated so lovingly moments before. She couldn’t control her body’s responses to him. Her hips rose as if to beckon him to her. She broke the kiss and gave a gasping scream when one finger slid inside her, gliding in and out, then he added another finger and her hips jerked, her bottom coming clear off the carpet of thyme.

“Henry,” she called to him. “Yes, Henry.”

His fingers left to be replaced by the smooth, bulbous head of his arousal. “Are you sure? I’ll stop now if you want me to.” But his eyes begged her to go on, his panting breaths in rhythm with hers. There was no way she was letting Mr. Honorable back under the tree now.

“No,” she implored.

“There might be some pain, but I’ll try to--”

“Henry,” Olivia interrupted. His unleashed power hesitated above her, barely touching her. She did her best to ground her hips to his, begging with her body.

He swooped down for a deep kiss, his tongue mimicking the motion he made with his hips, and at last he glided inside her. There was a momentary pang and then a feeling of fullness, completeness. He held as still as one of the marble statues in the garden just beyond the curtain of leaves secluding them from the world, his face starkly rigid.

“All right?” he asked against her cheek, strain evident in his voice.

“Um-hmm.”

His pelvis began a slow, steady rhythm, in and out, in and out. One strong hand slid down her hip and paused at her thigh. He pulled her leg up to catch her knee at his hip, allowing him to pump deeper inside her. Olivia’s hand gripped his biceps, her fingers digging into his flesh, feeling him flexing as he rocked back and forth.

He whispered in her ear mindless, senseless words Olivia didn’t bother to try to understand. Henry was truly a god, how else could this sensation be explained? His mouth found her neck, and he sucked lightly before gently nipping her skin.

“All right?” he asked.

“God, yes,” she moaned, her rapid breaths leaving her lightheaded. Or perhaps it was what he was doing to her. It didn’t matter—it was glorious. She saw the precipice again and wanted to throw herself off it, and she wanted Henry to come with her. “Yes. Yes.”

And she soared, tumbling over the edge to fly.

Henry slammed into her once more, twice, then he arched his back and groaned, his exquisite face raised to the heavens before he collapsed, his head buried in the crook of her neck.





Chapter Twenty-Five


Henry and Olivia lay under the tree, naked and twined together, whispering to each other for a long time. It didn’t matter to him what his family suspected. After all, he and Olivia were to be married in a matter of weeks. But he considered how Olivia might feel about the discovery, so eventually he untangled his limbs from hers and kissed each part of her before it disappeared back inside her clothing.

He felt marvelous. With the ache he’d been carrying around in his pants for days finally slaked, he was in a much better mood than he’d imagined possible. Sex with Olivia…well. He knew there’d been an attraction. Every time they kissed had proven that. Either kissing or arguing, there had been too many sparks to ignore. Maybe those sparks had been the reason why he’d jumped into that insane proposal. Although it wasn’t insane to want to protect her. Everything about Olivia, from the peril imposed by her cousin to the petiteness of her body, begged for his protection. But it had been insane to announce an impending marriage in a ballroom of people without thinking it through first. Still, he was not sorry. Especially not after the last hour under the tree with her. Henry knew he was not an impulsive man, but his fiancée was a woman of action, and he liked how she was influencing him of late.

He didn’t know why he had hesitated anyway. She was right, after all. They were being married in what amounted to days. Now he’d be fine. He could concentrate on other things like his newly acquired estate and the business of running a marquessate

Olivia asked to remain in the secluded garden for a bit longer. He couldn’t blame her. If his only option was to head back upstairs to the parlor and wade back into the shark-infested waters of high society, he’d damn well wander the garden for days on end. Surely, the lady callers would be arriving any time now, and they would arrive en masse. He shuddered at the thought.

Henry and Olivia emerged, blinking at the light, from underneath the canopy of the willow tree. Their clothes were reassembled but mussed. Henry delighted in helping Olivia with her hair. While she complained with bitter frustration about its tendency to unravel from whatever style she wrapped it up in, Henry marveled at its softness and golden shine.

“I wish you’d never pin it up again.”

Olivia shoved all the pins they were able to recover from the grass into the piles of twisted hair and rolled her eyes at him. “That’s very impractical, Henry.”

He felt a telltale twitch in his pants at the sound of his name on her lips. Oh no, boy. You’re finished until the wedding. “Maybe we’ll have ‘Hair Down Tuesdays’ after we’re married.”

“Only if I never leave my bedroom,” she said around a mouthful of hairpins.

“I can arrange that.” Once she realized what he meant, her cheeks blossomed into a sweet blush.

He kissed her soundly next to their tree—it would forever be “their” tree now—before departing for his study, certainly not the smartest move since it proved his cock was not satisfied after all. Before he entered the French doors to the house, he looked back at Olivia. Perhaps it was to wave, but he secretly suspected it was to catch a last look at her. His fiancée couldn’t look more fairy-like if she tried. Late-morning light filtered through the leaves onto her hair, which was already coming loose from its pins, and it shone like spun gold. Her skin, pink from their exertions, glowed healthy and lovely. She stood surrounded by riotous flowerbeds, bending to smell their sweetness, while bees and dragonflies buzzed the colorful bulbs. She looked back at him over her shoulder, blue eyes twinkling as she graced him with a stunning, breathtaking smile.

His heart hitched with a hint his reaction wasn’t purely sexual.

No. He had not made a mistake.

Olivia didn’t regret anything. Not the decision to welcome the intimacy hinted at by calling him Henry, which led to the ultimate decision to marry him, and certainly not the decision to truly give herself to him under the tree. How could anyone regret sharing intimacy like they’d just done? She suspected many more experiences like that and she’d have very strong feelings for Henry indeed.

She’d need to return upstairs eventually. It was only fair, now that she was completely committed to her course of action, that she do all that was expected of her. After all, she had much to learn when she became a marchioness.

She’d allow herself a few minutes more of blissful contemplation in the magical garden before she went inside. She didn’t want to give up one single minute of the languid, pleasant feeling that enveloped her. She thought of Henry’s hands and his fingers and his mouth…

“You whore.”

Olivia whirled around and found Reginald not more than ten yards away, his handsome face marred by a vicious sneer. She retreated even while he advanced with angry strides until her back hit a marble fountain. She looked to the French doors Henry had disappeared behind, but he was gone.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, desperately trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.

“I’m here for you.” He was three yards away now and walking fast.

She shook her head. “I’m not yours to command, Reginald.”

His gaze narrowed with a dangerous light. “What did you call me?”

“My lord. I meant my lord.” How could she have forgotten that rule?

He laughed at her, a laugh so sinister it was almost comical. She remembered a villain in a village melodrama production she saw as a child having the same laugh.

“If that were true that you weren’t mine to command, I wouldn’t be here.” He stopped his advance mere inches in front of her. His breath reeked of alcohol.

“I’m not yours,” she repeated and took a step to the side, hoping to make enough room to run for the door, but he grabbed her arm and cruelly yanked her back. “Ow, you’re hurting me.”

“I’m not hurting you nearly as much as being bashed in the head or being shot and left for dead.”

Maybe an apology would appease him. “I’m really sorry about that.”

“You will be.” Impossibly, his grip on her arm tightened to the point where she almost couldn’t feel her fingers. “That brat shot me, but I don’t care about him. I’ve had many nights of pleasure thinking about how sorry you’ll be.” He wrenched her arm, pulling her flush to his body. She did her best to push away, but he snatched a handful of hair and yanked hard.

Olivia glanced about wildly. The garden wall was too high for anyone in the street to see her either, but still she screamed a shriek of protest, one abbreviated by a malicious shake of her head by Reginald’s fingers firmly entwined in her hair. The keen pain convinced her he might be drunk enough, and crazy enough, to break her neck.

“I’m engaged to the Marquess of Dalton, my lord, the very man whose garden we stand in.” She whispered the words, hoping the gentle reminder would bring him to his senses. She refused to die today in Henry’s garden. Not after what she’d just experienced with him. She could not believe God would be so cruel.

“Not unless I agree to it.” The timbre of his voice changed to that of a concerned parent as he mocked her with his imagined refusal. “I couldn’t allow my ward to marry that man.”

Your ward for two more weeks. “Reg…” He yanked her hair again. “My lord, I’m sorry. I meant my lord.” She gasped at the sharp pain, her neck craned at an even more painful angle, her upturned face pressed hard against his chest. With his grip tight around her arm and the other hand grasping an agonizing handful of her hair, she was too terrified to move. She never knew how far he’d go in his cruelty, but he never ceased to surprise her.

“Yes?”

Olivia wasn’t deceived by his false sweetness. “I would think it would be better for you to have Warren and me out of your life.”

Reginald lessened his grip on her hair and neck enough for her to stand up straight. “Livvy.” He cajoled her with the seductive voice that fooled so many hapless women into believing the handsomeness of his face was the true Reginald. “I’ve missed you so while you were gone traipsing about London.” He bent his head to kiss her, wrenching the handful of hair, turning her face to his. She kept her lips sealed tight and suffered through several seconds of his questing tongue against her mouth.

She believed the only thing he’d missed about her being gone was the opportunity to torture her. “You knew we were here? In London?” she asked when he finally withdrew his disgusting tongue and lifted his head. She wiped her chin and cheek with her free hand, smearing the alcohol-tinged saliva away from her mouth.

“Of course. It took my man just a few days to find you after you left. You are much too stupid to escape me for long. But you’ll come home with me now, where you belong.”

She couldn’t allow him to take her from the house. No one would ever know what happened to her. Even if they looked for her, Reginald would be certain she’d never be found again. Not alive, certainly.

Someone please, please come outside. She babbled on, hoping to keep him occupied until he gave her a second to run. “If you knew where I was, why didn’t you bring me home sooner?”

The contemptuous sneer was back. “Because, I so enjoyed watching you suffer.” His right hand remained fisted in her hair, trapping her, but the other released his grip from above her elbow, and painful tingling spread through her arm as the blood rushed back to her hand. Of course now his empty hand was free to yank at her dress and paw at her breasts. Short of batting away his hands, there wasn’t much she could do to defend herself when he still controlled her with a painful handful of her hair at her scalp. “Can you think of the punishments I have in store for you?”

Olivia shuddered at whatever perversities filled his diseased mind.

“Shall I tell you?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. No matter what she said, he’d do whatever gave him the most perverse pleasure. He yanked down her bodice, pulling hard until she heard a rip and one breast was exposed. He clasped her nipple between a thumb and forefinger and twisted, hard. Not wanting to give him the satisfaction of knowing he hurt her, she struggled to maintain defiant eye contact and gripped his forearm with both of her hands. He pinched and twisted harder. Olivia gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut but still didn’t make a sound. Angry, shameful tears flowed down her cheeks.

“You’re mine, and I’ll fuck you in this garden first, before he ever has a chance,” he hissed, inches from her face. “He won’t want you then. No one will want you. But don’t worry. You’ll always have a place in my bed so long as my cock doesn’t grow bored of you.”

Olivia opened her eyes and stared deep into the crazed fury that warped his angelic face. She didn’t know what to think of the fact he didn’t know about her and Henry under their tree. Was it better to keep silent about that, or could she use the loss of her virginity to her benefit? Reginald wouldn’t have her. She’d run to the ends of the Earth before she’d let him defile her. Still, his madness terrified her, and she was forced to call on all her strength to quell her panic. She gave her head an almost imperceptible shake of defiance.

No.

Reginald smiled down at her and curled his bottom lip with a sneer. “Your rebelliousness excites me, but I’ll only allow you to tease me for so long. And don’t think to dismiss me.” He squeezed the hair at the base of her neck, the fiery pain flashing along her scalp. “If you run, I’ll find you—again—and I’ll kill that boy and make you watch. It will be entirely your fault. Your fault, Livvy, because you are a selfish whore.”

God must have taken pity on her. She heard the sound of voices coming from the house. Reginald spat a curse and shoved her away with enough force to send her tripping and careening backwards against the fountain. A sharp corner jabbed into her ribs, finally eliciting the painful cry she’d been smothering, before she crumpled to the ground.

Reginald towered over her. “This isn’t over. I’ll be back for you.” He turned on his heel and disappeared into the depths of the overgrown garden.

Choking on tears that begged to come, she tucked herself back into her dress, wincing from the pain, and closed it the best she could before her rescuers found her.





Chapter Twenty-Six


Olivia explained to Warren and the dowager that she’d slipped and fallen on a slippery patch, thus they found her on the ground. Warren looked at her oddly, but he didn’t contradict her. She was helped back into the house, and her maid assisted her in the removal of her dress, promising to have the torn seam repaired by later that afternoon.

Once she was alone, clad in a new, clean dress and her hair restyled and pinned atop her head, she rested in the window box and looked out onto St. James Street with unseeing eyes. The blissful, relaxed feeling of earlier was long gone. Now, she was achy and sore, but not in the secret, smile-inducing way of before. Olivia’s back ached where she’d slammed into the fountain and her right breast hurt too much even for the soft fabric of her chemise to rub against her. She hadn’t had the opportunity to inspect either wound since she had no desire for her maid to see her condition and perhaps spread that little tidbit of gossip to the rest of the household help below stairs. There wasn’t much she could do about a bruise anyway.

She needed to decide what to do about Henry. Should she tell him about Reginald’s visit? Her instincts were at war. She wanted to tell him, to let him take care of everything, but Olivia didn’t know how much trouble she could expect to bring into his life before he washed his hands of her.

And of course there was Warren. Her brother was still the biggest concern on her mind. No matter what happened to her, Warren still needed to be taken care of.

Oh sweet Lord, what to do?

It was true, Reginald threatened the safety of her brother if she wasn’t compliant. Olivia didn’t think he would go through with his threats for several reasons. First and foremost, Reginald was a lazy man, and snatching Warren would require planning, patience and a lot of work. Of course, it was always possible he’d hire the job out, but it all circled back to his innate indolence. He would come back for her, though. He said he would and she didn’t doubt him, but she couldn’t embroil Henry or the Cavendishes in any of this sordidness. They were good people, wonderful people, and they deserved better than her and her unbalanced cousin. She’d taken care of herself before; she would have to figure out a way to solve this problem, too—without their help.

There had to be limits to how much God would torture her.

Still, there was a certain amount of guilt associated with not telling anyone about the encounter in the first place, and it was compounded by two incidents later that day. Dinner was the first time she’d seen Henry since their tryst in the garden. He met the rest of the household in the parlor, and since it was just family, everyone filed into dinner together. Henry clasped her hand and held her back.

“How did the rest of your day go, chickadee?” Henry asked, and slipped his arm around her waist. She flinched but did her best not to shy away from his embrace. She certainly didn’t want to discourage the one man she wanted, craved, to touch her.

“It was very busy. When I was growing up in my tiny village, I often thought the life of the ladies of town must be frivolous with nothing much to keep them busy. Was I ever wrong.”

“Really? How so?” His free hand gathered an errant curl and tucked it behind her ear.

“Do you have any idea how much work goes into a society wedding?” When he gazed at her blankly, she continued. “A lot, let me tell you. Only a fool would think society meant nothing more than gossip.”

“Are you having any fun at all?” He kissed her temple. She leaned her head into his kiss since for once her head actually was one of the few places on her body that didn’t hurt.

“You know, I am. I’m just as surprised as you, but your mother and aunt and sisters have made it a delight. Lady Francesca and her friend Miss Anna Sinclair came by and helped write out the invitations. They are such lovely ladies. I can see why she’s such a society darling.”

He stopped nuzzling her ear long enough to ask, “Who?”

“Lady Francesca.”

“Ah, yes. She’s very sweet.” He gave her a lingering kiss. “So are you, you know.”

Olivia blinked at him. “I know what?” She loved how a kiss from him made her so pleasantly fuzzy.

“You are a beautiful woman.”

She bit her bottom lip and smiled at him. If a kiss made her fuzzy, then a compliment made her tingle.

“Come. Let’s go to dinner. You’re going to need to keep your strength up. The wedding is weeks away, you know, and I won’t have my fiancée too tired.”

Olivia’s heart thumped at what she guessed, hoped, was a double meaning. Every time she thought about Henry under the tree, all sense flew from her head. Any thoughts of scandal or plans of running from Reginald and his threats, or rather the infant stages of plans, vaporized when Henry kissed her. She didn’t suspect it would become less so either with repeated exposure to Henry’s charms.

The family dining room filled with chatter about the wedding and more planning as his excited sisters told Henry everything they’d accomplished that day and still had to do in the days to come. The genial nature of the meal and the obvious affection the family exhibited towards her and her brother, including them in every discussion and asking their opinion, went even further in confusing her. It diminished ideas of running away, but it also cemented her decision not to involve the family in the mess with her cousin.

The evening included a rousing game of charades in the parlor in which every member of the family made a complete fool of themselves. Olivia hadn’t had a more agreeable time in ages. The announcement of her engagement to Henry solidified Warren’s place. He argued with Henry’s youngest sister and doted on the family’s grandmother. This was where Warren belonged. The boy needed a family. A voice in her head said she needed a family, too, and for the first time in a while, she didn’t ruthlessly shush that it.

It had been a long and emotionally exhausting day, and when the younger children were sent up to bed, Henry’s grandmother and Olivia excused themselves and followed the children upstairs. Henry escorted her to the landing and bid her a good night with a heated gaze and a kiss in her palm that left Olivia tingling and very aware of her body.

Once clad in her nightgown and her unruly hair tamed into a braid, at least for the minute, Olivia found herself not the least bit sleepy, though she was sorely tired of thinking. A person could spend entirely too much time in one’s head, and nothing good could come of it. She brought a pile of La Belle Assemblée magazines and settled in to a comfortable chair by the fire hoping to tire her eyes and occupy her mind.

***

Henry knew he was an idiot, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to seduce his fiancée. He just wanted a proper kiss good night. His cock had other ideas, but that particular body part was not in charge as Henry had reminded it all through dinner and after in the parlor. Who in God’s name had put the charades clue for horse racing in the hat? He’d damn near needed to excuse himself when Olivia galloped around the parlor, smacking her pretty little bottom with her palm. Of course, Olivia had no idea what that visual did to him. Good Lord, he wasn’t made of stone. Well, maybe he was. Honestly, this couldn’t be healthy.

The house was quiet, but the faintest flicker of light shown from underneath her door. He stood at the juncture of the hall and debated a left turn to his room or a right turn to hers. Left took him to a valet, a pair of uncomfortably tight pants, and another lonely, frustrating glass of brandy. Right took him to a fairy beauty, his rapidly unraveling morals, and a recipe for disaster. He liked to think it was a desire to check on her, to make sure she was comfortable for the evening or some other equally absurd lie, that sent him towards her door, but in his heart he knew it was plain desire.

He rapped gently on the solid wood door, waited a second, then tried the knob. It turned easily, and he stepped inside, shutting the door behind him.

“Henry.” Olivia seemed surprised to see him. A vision in white lace and cotton, she stood from her chair in front of the fire.

“I came to wish you good night.”

“I seem to remember you did that earlier, didn’t you?”

“Eh.” He shrugged. “I found it unsatisfying.”

“What more do you require?” A teasing smile played about her lips, and all Henry could think of was pressing his own lips against them.

“A proper kiss might go a long way to satisfying me.” His arm slid around her waist, and he pulled her against him. She flinched. He thought she’d flinched earlier too, but he’d waved it off at the time.

“Is that all?” she teased. “I have a kiss for you.”

Olivia was a fast learner, and the kiss she initiated had him forgetting about her reaction, focusing on her mouth and tongue and lips. Her hands twined behind his neck. He let her control the kiss, but he couldn’t hold his hands still, and they roamed over her back, down to caress her rear, and then smoothed up her ribs until he found the swell of her breasts. Oh, she felt so good. His hand itched to cup her, to test the weight of her breast in his palm.

The noise Olivia made was not one of pleasure. She jerked away from him and squeaked a strangled scream, suppressed by one hand clamped tightly over her mouth.

What the hell? “What’s wrong?” Now he was positive she’d flinched earlier, twice.

Olivia shook her head, her eyes clinched.

“Olivia, what’s wrong?” Henry tried to keep his voice calm, but it took a great deal of control. Tears squeezed down her cheeks, and the mastery of his emotions was lost. “Olivia, dammit, tell me what’s wrong.” He clasped her shoulders—gently because he didn’t want to inadvertently hurt her again. There was pain in her eyes, and Henry was terrified he was somehow responsible for it. He pulled her to him again, this time with exquisite tenderness, and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “Dear heart, please tell me what’s wrong.”

Olivia tucked her head into his chest and relaxed against his embrace. He sensed she was making an effort to calm herself. “I slipped and fell in the garden after you left.”

“Where?”

“At the fountain. Against the marble corner,” she explained, but her voice was muffled as she spoke the words into his shirt.

“How are you injured?”

“Just bruised.”

He lifted her chin with an index finger until he could look her in the eye. “Has anyone seen to your wound?” He thought it strange no inkling of her accident had reached his ears and suspected that meant no one knew of it.

“No.” The blue of her eyes were magnified by the unshed tears, making her appear even more fragile than she was.

“Will you let me see, please?”

“No.” She hesitated. “It’s under my dress.”

“I’ve already seen under your dress,” he reminded her.

“It’s not such a problem that you need to worry about me.” Olivia’s efforts to reassure him were belied by her flinching and gasps of pain.

“Perhaps not, but let me take a look to satisfy myself you’ve not been seriously hurt.” He wasn’t going to relent. Henry had a very strong feeling the wound was much more severe than she was letting on.

Olivia stared up at him for a few heartbeats before sighing. She didn’t give another protest, but she did not assist him in undressing her either. Finally, he’d undone the succession of buttons needed so when her gown was folded back, it exposed her right breast. This time he did inhale sharply, “God dammit!” Olivia flinched. He couldn’t help himself. Her entire areola was showing significant signs of bruising. He imagined even her dress caused pain when she rubbed against the fabric. For a split second, he irrationally considered that perhaps he had unwittingly done this. No, he’d been very gentle with her this afternoon, a fact he’d been quite proud of, actually, considering how great his need for her had been by the time they’d coupled under the tree. Besides, he’d never treated a woman thusly and couldn’t imagine the frame of mind a man would have to be in to cause such an injury.

“Honey.” With doubt building as to the veracity of her story, Henry began as gently as he was able. “How did this happen?”

She swallowed hard before answering, her gaze shifting to the fire in the grate. “When I fell.”

“It must have been a very violent fall.” Henry didn’t believe it for a minute. He brought her gaze back to him by turning her chin. “Tell me what happened?”

She shrugged. “I slipped on the damp grass and tripped and fell.” She alternated her downcast gaze from her feet to the fire. He buttoned her up. He couldn’t look at it anymore. Henry sat in the chair before the fire and pulled her into his lap.

“Love, you can trust me. Tell me what happened.”

“You might as well know now before we’re married. You’re engaged to a clumsy woman.” Her words were teasing, but still she didn’t look at him.

He was done with the teasing and flirting. “This is serious, Olivia. I can’t help you if you don’t trust me.”

“Do you trust me, Henry?”

Did he? What did he really know about her before she dropped into his arms mere days ago? Nothing. All he knew was what she’d told his family, what murky information he’d dragged out of a scared little boy, and very few facts his sister remembered about Olivia from a year before. She might bring any number of disasters to his household and put his family in danger. It was entirely possible she was pulling off some elaborate charade and had entered into his life with a plan nothing short of evil. And now she was keeping a very serious secret from him.

Yet, when he remembered her fainting in the street, the honest terror of seeing her cousin, and the truth and forthrightness in her eyes when she told her tale—he had to believe in her. If he believed her, then he had to protect her. He’d pledged as much when he announced his intent to marry her, and now he’d taken her innocence. His sense of duty was without doubt in the matter.

“Yes.”

“I’ll be fine.” She smiled and cupped his cheek.

Henry took his proper good-night kiss, his libido severely deflated, and left her to her magazines and books. First order of business tomorrow would be to get some answers from his inquiries if he wasn’t going to get them from her.

Yes, he trusted her, but he didn’t believe her.





Chapter Twenty-Seven


The next day, Olivia and Henry joined his sisters for a stroll in Hyde Park during the fashionable hour. She was still stiff and achy, but she’d agreed to the outing as she couldn’t think of any way to refuse without lying to everyone, and she’d done quite enough of that lately, thank you very much. Natalie appeared in the morning to assist her in the usual manner. This time she had with her a mustard poultice for the bruises and a vow of her silence in the matter.

Dear Henry. Of course he’d arranged for the medicine, and of course that made her feel worse. The duplicity was killing her. She hadn’t felt this guilty when she thought she’d helped kill a man.

He asked her if she trusted him and she did, she supposed, in all the regular ways a woman trusted a good man. She never thought he’d wittingly hurt her, not the way her cousin did. She trusted he’d take good care of her and Warren. So, yes, she trusted him. But what if he found out all the trouble she was in, that being involved with her put everyone in danger? She vowed to shield him from as much of the true nature of her dilemma as possible, despite his persistence, until she figured out a way to solve it.

She really wanted to keep Henry.

It was a nice enough day for a stroll in the park. Henry eschewed the carriage and convinced his sisters the walk would do them good. Besides, it was easier to talk to who he expected to see while walking instead of being trapped in the carriage.

He tucked Olivia’s hand into the crook of his arm. He knew, and his mother and aunt reinforced the idea to him during their military-style debriefing that morning, that his appearance with her on his arm in the company of his family would solidify her new standing in society. His family had the wedding planning under control, and he was confident that the whole affair would go off without a hitch.

His self-assigned role, and one no one but him knew about, was to figure out what the hell was going on with his fiancée. His initial inquiries had come back from the man he’d sent to Staffordshire, and they were more confusing than helpful. Still waiting on some information from Reginald’s old schoolmaster, Henry wanted to confer with his friends and their contacts as well. Hopefully one of them knew something of the solicitor. A walk in the park would kill two birds—show his devotion to her in public and get some valuable opinions from his best friends.

Leave it to Morewether to find a grouping of pretty women in the park. The duke zeroed in on their party five minutes into their walk. Morewether sidled up next to Olivia’s other side and clasped her hand. “Good afternoon, lovely.”

Olivia smiled back at the duke. “Your Grace.”

Henry gritted his teeth.

“I’m going to steal your fiancée, Dalton.” Morewether flashed his patented Duke-on-the-loose smile. If Henry didn’t need the duke’s help, he would seriously consider punching him in the mouth.

“Never fear, Dalton.” Lady Francesca joined him on his other side. “Anna and I are here and will make sure my brother keeps his hands to himself.” Her smile was broad, and her green eyes twinkled in mirth.

“I don’t think you’ll need to kill him.” Miss Anna Sinclair giggled. “Not today anyway.”

Morewether waggled his eyebrows at Henry before saying to Olivia in a stage whisper, “Don’t listen to my sister. I’m going to whisk you away to a life of frivolous pleasures.”

Henry opened his mouth to blurt something scathing before he heard the deep, baritone rumblings of Thomas, Earl of Harrington. “You know he’s doing that to get a rise out of you.”

“It’s working,” Henry admitted, rueful. Morewether sauntered off, five lovely women at his side, attentive and giggling at his charms. Every fiber of his being wanted to march up to that happy damn group and snatch his fiancée off his best friend’s arm. A staying hand on his shoulder was the only thing holding him in check.

“Dalton, you know he’d never touch her,” Harrington reminded him. “Besides, my wife’s up there with her.”

Henry gave Harrington a look of sheer incredulity. “Your wife is the prat’s sister. Obviously she’s in no danger.”

Harrington rolled his eyes. “Neither is Miss Goldsleigh. Let them go. We have important things to discuss.”

Henry exhaled a long sigh. “Of course.” He focused his attention on Harrington and made a concerted effort to ignore the scene in front of them. “I received an interesting report from my man I’d like to compare with what you’ve found.”

Harrington got straight to the point. “Her cousin arrived in London about a month after they did. He’s got several goons working with him, as you know, since I believe you met one of them the other night.”

Henry nodded in agreement. “One thing I’m worried about is whether or not he’s still in contact with her.”

“You mean since the scene at the ball the other night?” Harrington frowned and shook his head. “It would have had to be yesterday afternoon. Do you suspect he has?”

Henry hesitated. He contemplated Olivia, smiling with the rest of the ladies and several new feminine additions to their group. Morewether held court, flirting en masse. Henry had asked Olivia to trust him, and he needed to trust someone, too.

“I don’t have any proof,” Henry confessed.

“Have you asked her?”

“No. Not in so many words.”

Harrington scratched his chin in contemplation. “What makes you think he’s been around?”

Henry crooked his head, and he and Harrington stepped from the path and headed into a wide-open meadow where no one could overhear their conversation. “There has been some unexplained physical evidence.”

Harrington furrowed his eyebrows together. “What do you mean, evidence?”

“There is mysterious bruising she can’t sufficiently explain.” Henry still couldn’t believe the extent of the developing bruise on her breast.

“She looks fine. I don’t see any evidence of mistreatment.”

Henry stopped and made eye contact with his friend. “There are bruises. I know. She was fine early in the day and then by bedtime she had a horrendous black-and-blue mark in the making.” Harrington raised an eyebrow in question. “I am positive. I saw her before, when she was perfection, and after, when it looked like she’d been kicked by a mule.”

Harrington had the good sense not to ask more about Henry’s physical knowledge of his fiancée. The man was not an idiot, and Henry was certain he’d inferred all he needed to know about the situation. “I hate to ask this question, but I must as your friend. Do you think she’s been honest with you about the relationship with her cousin?”

“What do you mean?”

Harrington took off his hat and ran his hands through his hair. He stalled as he peered into his hat as if printed inside was a good way to word what Henry was afraid the man was going to ask. Finally, Harrington said, “How well do you really know her? Do you think she and her cousin have a…different relationship? Do you think they are hustling you somehow?”

If the suggestion had come from anyone else, his fist would have answered the question, but he’d asked Harrington and Morewether here to consult with them. He knew his friend was looking out for him. Nevertheless, this was not a conversation he wanted to have. It was of the utmost importance to him that he protect Olivia’s reputation. “I am confident she’d never been with another man.” With that painful admission out of the way, Henry continued, “I’ve already worked through all those disloyal thoughts, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t think she’s telling me the whole truth. That being said, I firmly believe she desperately needs my help. And since I do intend to marry her…”

Harrington smiled and nodded. Apparently he was satisfied with Henry’s assessment. “And you asked her how her injuries came about?”

“Yes. She said she’d slipped in the garden. My valet tells me she also tore the bodice of her dress. One bruise I’d understand, although this bruise is more than I’d associate with a simple fall against a fountain.”

Harrington nodded. “Where do you suspect these possible meetings took place? In the garden or elsewhere?”

“That’s the only place that makes sense, logistically speaking. I can’t imagine the man getting into the house without notice, and she never left the house and gardens yesterday.”

Harrington informed Henry what he’d discovered about the solicitor, which was pitifully little. The man had been absent from his office for the last several months. The clerk had received a note in the middle of the night saying his employer had to leave town for an emergency, and no other contact had so far been made. Harrington told a frustrated Henry his men were still searching.

“What do you want us to do?” Harrington asked, referring to himself and the profligate flirting with Henry’s bride-to-be. “I’ll have a man or two watch the house from various angles from the streets, but what else?”

“I’ve alerted Siegfried to the dangers. He and the footmen will keep a sharp eye inside the house. My man of business is investigating some disturbing reports from inquiries I made, and another chap is talking to a fellow with Bow Street.” Henry thought about what it was he wanted from his friends. Besides for them to tell him they didn’t think he was crazy or overprotective. “Can you spare a couple of big footmen who can help my grandmother with the garden? I suspect that’s where he got to her. That garden is very secluded, and I doubt anyone would notice from the street if something was amiss.” It killed Henry to think Reginald would have assaulted his Olivia after the blissful event that took place there.

“Certainly.” Harrington nodded and clapped him on the shoulder in a show of support. “Ah, here comes our favorite lothario now.” Morewether’s long strides ate up the carpet of grass as he made his way across the meadow. The group of ladies milling about had grown, and several opportunistic gentlemen had joined the collective now that the Duke of Morewether had left the ladies.

“I adore your fiancée, Dalton,” Morewether told Henry with an unrepentant grin. “Not only is she lovely, but she’s got a brain, too. Such a delicious combination.”

“Good God, man, why do you have to do that to him?” Harrington asked his brother-in-law. “As if he’s not agitated enough without your asinine attempt at teasing him.”

“Who’s teasing?” Morewether grinned. “I’m not teasing. If Henry here wasn’t so in love with her, I’d take a run at her myself.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed at the thought of Morewether focusing his considerable charms on Olivia with any goal other than infuriating him. His sweet, innocent, country girl wouldn’t stand a chance. “I’m not in love with her.” When both his friends turned their nearly identical expressions of disbelief on him, he explained, “I’m definitely in lust with her. I have a great deal of respect for her gumption and bravery. Beyond a doubt, she is lovely.”

“But you’re not in love with her.” Morewether’s tone dripped with irony.

“No.” Henry wasn’t certain of his exact feelings, but he had no intention of figuring them out with these two and refused to discuss it until he was certain himself. “But I do have every intention of marrying her, and I don’t want any harm to come to her. Well, any more harm.” Morewether nodded at him sagely, but one raised eyebrow irked the hell out of Henry. “I also don’t want you wooing her, Morewether.”

“I would never dream of wooing the true love of my good friend.” Morewether’s eyebrow continued to mock him.

Henry pointed his index finger at the duke. “I swear, as God is my witness, I will knock that bloody eyebrow off your head, Morewether.” His gardener had a sturdy square-headed shovel that should do the trick and then would serve nicely to dig the grave.

Morewether chuckled. “Relax, Dalton. I’m testing your resolve. I wouldn’t dream of it. Your bride is as safe with me as my sister. Besides, my astounding charms are completely lost on her. She only has eyes for you.”

That admission went a long way towards soothing Henry. It made him feel like a complete idiot, baring his teeth and acting like a caveman. “It’s a good goddamn thing because I’m not losing another fiancée to you people.”

The three of them spent several more minutes debating how to protect Olivia and how to best get rid of her cousin.

Henry glanced past Morewether to Olivia. He found her in the throng. His eyes locked with hers, and she gave him a smile he felt in his loins from clear across the expanse. He was definitely in lust with his fiancée. Love? Maybe someday, but for now, he wanted her safe because that was his job. He’d promised, and Henry never broke a promise.

He stood in plain sight, just before the shadow of the tree line to the right of the path. Perhaps he was twenty yards away, but he had to know Olivia saw him. He didn’t approach her group. No, he was much too cunning for that. He didn’t make himself obvious to the others, either. He was there simply to remind her he was near, always near, and he could take her anytime he wanted.

Olivia schooled her features and struggled to keep her smile friendly and unaware. It would serve no one if there was a confrontation in the park. Reginald would not be frightened away for good, and no one needed a scene in public following so soon after the one in the ball that started everything. She knew the stroll through the park was meant to show the validity of her match with Henry and dispel any possible nasty rumors. A loud argument this day would make matters much worse.

She smiled at the Duke of Morewether’s teases and flirtations, but she wasn’t really paying attention to him. Once her gaze shifted from her cousin’s taunting presence, she sought out Henry.

How does the sunlight always find his blond head in just that way?

Henry stood with the Earl of Harrington in the meadow away from the path. They were a portrait of light and dark: Harrington’s black hair and Henry’s blond curls. Their heads bowed in concentrated conversation, neither noticed her tormentor and likely subject of their conversation. She was certain that fact gave Reginald a perverted sense of satisfaction and inflated feelings of power. These kinds of games had always brought her cousin such sick pleasure. All of her life, she could never understand him or his evil games. Not when he tortured the orphan boy from her village, or the rumors that filtered down about the serving girl at his school. The tales were awful, but she’d known him in action, and therefore she believed every horrible word.

When Olivia glanced back, Reginald was gone. He would find her again, she was certain.

She was running out of time.





Chapter Twenty-Eight


Who would have ever thought Olivia would come to hate shopping?

Penelope and Cassandra somehow felt the need to spend as much of their brother’s money as possible during each shopping excursion. How many pairs of gloves did a girl need?

“You’ll need opera-length ones for later this week,” Penelope reminded her. “And make sure the buttons are real pearl.”

“Lizzy Barker wore some last week made by a cheap milliner and Susan Everette-Jones found out. Everyone knew by noon the next day. It was dreadful,” Cassandra confided. “I felt so bad for her.”

Gloves. Bonnets. Stockings. Olivia had such a headache.

She should be grateful she was out of the house at all. It had been two days since Reginald had made his presence known to her in the park, and three since his appearance in the garden. There was no way Henry believed her story about falling. Only an idiot would have. But to his credit, he’d not said another word about it. Instead, he’d come up with excuse after excuse why no one could leave the house. She assumed he held them all gently hostage because he couldn’t think of any other way to keep her at home.

The girls had complained long and loud enough, and finally he’d relented with the requirement that the young Goliath of a footman accompany them for the day. Olivia hadn’t minded, even when she suspected Henry’s real reason for the burly, young escort.

Even as grateful as she was to be out of confinement, and for the massive size of the footman, Olivia was still paranoid about an attack from Reginald. She knew he wouldn’t try anything in front of witnesses—he wasn’t that stupid, but nevertheless, she’d tucked the accursed gun into her reticule before leaving the house. Honestly, she didn’t know how to shoot it or reload it and the thing terrified her, but she still felt safer knowing she had it with her.

“Isn’t this the most adorable bonnet, Olivia?” Cassie tied pink ribbons in a large, floppy bow under her chin.

Olivia smiled and nodded and tried to appear like she cared.

Her bruises were starting to fade, although that meant instead of being mostly black, there were yellows and greens, making the whole mottled mess uglier than ever. The pain had faded more than the colors, and that was a relief. Regardless of the fact that there was no way Henry believed her story about the fall, his affection for her had not waned. There had not been a repeat of the affair under the tree, but it wasn’t from lack of desire. Henry had checked on her often, coming to her room each night after the household had gone to bed, ostensibly to assure himself she was healing, but after a cursory glance at the bruises, he generally found a better use for her raised skirt or open bodice. The thought of Henry’s warm, sure hands molding her body to his for a passionate kiss or a sensual caress had her blood heating and an increasingly more familiar dampness between her legs.

“Try the yellow one on, Cass,” Penelope suggested and handed her sister a straw bonnet with yellow silk posies.

Every time she fooled herself into believing she could have her happy ending, Reginald appeared like he did in the park. She couldn’t afford to get any more attached to Henry than she already was, and she was nearing the point of dangerously attached.

There was nothing she wanted more than to stay with Henry and his family. She could learn to relish shopping and worrying about the mundane and trivial matters such as glove buttons if she didn’t have such life–and-death concerns hanging over her. Instead, wedding plans swirled about her head unabated, plans she couldn’t bring herself to permit much excitement for since the wedding would likely never take place.

A cornflower-blue velvet hat with pale pink rosebuds plopped on her head and startled her out of her reverie.

“I knew this was perfect for you,” Penelope gushed, but then looked at Olivia quizzically. “Are you quite all right?”

“Of course,” Olivia said.

“I ask because you seem very distant. Admittedly I haven’t planned many weddings, this being the first actually, but I always thought the bride would be, oh I don’t know, more present, more excited.”

Olivia smiled at her perceptive friend. “I am feeling a bit overwhelmed.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to love Henry already, you’ve not even known him a week, but I do hope at least you like him.” Penny took Olivia’s hand and led her to a corner away from the counter and any curious ears. “My opinion may be skewed because I’m his sister, but perhaps my endorsement is better than most as I know all his wretched faults. For example, he’s always calling us horrible pet names like Curly Sue and turtle pie and lizard breath. He’s dreadfully overprotective and is forever frightening away suitors. He thinks he knows everything because he’s a man. Oh, there are so many wretched things about him, I hardly believe there are so many good things, too. We may speak sharply to him about his grousing, but he’s very generous with allowances and never really balks at our modiste bills. He grumbles, but he always provides a faithful escort to every function, no matter how dull. Oh dear, now I’ve made him sound like a good hunting dog or something.”

Olivia laughed, a real laugh, the first in perhaps days. “Oh, Penny, you don’t have to convince me. He isn’t the reason for my reticence. I think he’s a wonderful, handsome, generous man, and I would love to marry him.” And she would. With all her heart. If it was at all possible.

“Then why are you holding back?”

What could she possibly say? Nothing. She couldn’t tell her anything. Here Penny was trying to sell her on the merits of her brother, and all the while the unworthy one was Olivia herself.

“I’m afraid, I guess,” Olivia confessed. That part was true. “I can’t thank you enough for being such a good friend to me. Someday I hope I can repay you.”

“Goodness knows I don’t need another sister.” Penny pulled Olivia into an embrace, “but I’m so excited you’re going to be one anyway. Now I’m adding that hat to the packages and I don’t want to hear another word about it. Sister.”

Olivia stepped outside to get a breath of air. She was desperate for a moment alone. The shop was stuffy, and she was suffocating under the weight of all her lies and half-truths. She rubbed her temples and inhaled. It mattered not that the air smelled of coal smoke and horse droppings. She inhaled deeply, expanding her lungs and exhaling through her nose, even as she pinched the bridge and made an effort to calm herself. She closed her eyes and leaned her back and head against the brick façade of the milliner’s shop.

Someone yanked her elbow hard and pulled her through the crowd into the alleyway between the buildings.

“Your little friends are very pretty.” Reginald backed her several feet into the darkness of the dead-end alley. He stood between her and the street, effectively blocking her exit and the odds of someone seeing her behind him.

This is it. It’s all over. I’m so sorry, Henry.

He could have her right now if he wanted to, but Reginald wasn’t especially fond of getting dirty, and the alley was filthy, even on Bond Street. Besides, he wasn’t actually prepared to take her today. He didn’t want to snatch her. He could have done that anytime. He liked the idea that she be forced to make the decision to come to him of her own free will. He gripped her upper arm, wrapping his fingers around her thin biceps until his thumb and fingers met. He’d leave another bruise, and that idea made him smile. He always enjoyed leaving a memento for ladies to think about later. His cock stirred to life when he recalled the bruise he surely left on her tit the other day. He wanted to see it. Right now. In this alley. The thought that a passerby might espy the two of them in the alley with his hands on her excited him more.

“How are you, Livvy?” He reached a hand to fondle the breast he’d pinched the other day. “Did I leave you a souvenir?”

Olivia squirmed and slapped at him, but he held her arm tight. “No,” she lied. Reginald knew it because was a lying bitch.

“I want to see your tit.” Saying the word out loud, with the help of his vivid imagination, sent his blood pumping.

“No,” she said again and tried to pull away from him. Her expression was wary and—ah, there it was, his favorite—afraid. His cock lengthened down his leg. “My lord, let me go.”

“Good girl,” he mocked, “you remembered to address me properly. I knew you weren’t too stupid to learn. After all, you are smarter than that hunting bitch of your father’s, right? By the way, I shot that bloody nuisance of a dog.” He was rewarded by the offhand remark with tears in her eyes. “If you’d been home, you could have buried her. But since you ran off, I left the body in the woods for the animals to scavenge. So much misery could have been avoided if you weren’t so childish and stupid.”

“What do you want, my lord?” She maintained her air of willfulness, but he would break her of that soon.

Reginald sneered at her. “Right now I want to see your fucking tit.” He kept his voice controlled while he issued the order, but he was on the verge of losing that tenuous thread.

Olivia emitted an indignant gasp and yanked on her captured arm. When he wrenched it back to his side, she used her free hand to whop at his head with her reticule. He snatched the velvet bag, surprised at its weight, and tossed it to the ground behind them. “Either you undo the buttons and show me, or I’ll rip them off when I do it.”

Olivia swallowed hard and shook her head. “Go to Hades, my lord.” She finished with the honorific in a sickeningly sweet voice that grated his spine.

“Stop playing games with me, Olivia.” He pushed her alongside the brick of the milliner’s shop and shoved his hips against her so she could feel how ready he was for her. The girl had the gall to attempt pushing him away. Reginald grabbed her wrists and wrenched them behind her between her and the wall, holding them there with one hand. She made a pretty, whimpering moan and arched her back, displaying her breasts for his delectation.

With his free hand, he started in on the first button. He glanced at Olivia to find her staring at him, her gaze full of venom.

“Let go of me,” she demanded and tried to twist away. He shoved her against the wall and ground his hips against her again. Sweet Jesus, he was going to come in his pants.

“Olivia,” a feminine voice called from the street.

“Miss Goldsleigh,” this time a masculine voice called out, but that call came from farther down the street.

Olivia inhaled and opened her mouth as if to yell. He slammed his palm across her lips to shut her up, and her head hit the brick wall with a satisfying thud.

“Fuck!” he blurted and pulled away from her. He wouldn’t have time to get what he wanted today. “Look at me,” he demanded. Olivia opened her eyes and glared at him, but at least she was unable to sass back with his hand over her mouth. Her breath exhaled in acrid puffs through her nose.

Soon. Very soon.

“One week, Livvy, one week. You come to me and we’ll go home where you belong.”

The bitch had the nerve to defy him with a shake of her head. He wrenched her imprisoned arms a little higher, and she made a muffled cry. The throbbing of his cock was painful at this point.

“If you don’t do as you are told, I will make you very sorry,” he promised. Unable to turn her head, she looked away from him down the alley towards the street where the sounds of her friends were calling for her. “Do you doubt me?”

She stared back at him with animosity. If she knew how her antagonism affected him… God help him, how he wanted to break her. “What’s the name of that pretty sister of his? Penelope? Imagine her ending up like that fucking dog after I’m done. I’ll make her cry out first so you can hear how much she likes it.”

When she tried to bite his hand, he moved it from her mouth to her throat, but still she defied him. “You leave her alone. She has nothing to do with this.”

“One week. Otherwise I promise to come for her.”

Reginald let her loose and strode swiftly to the exit at the far end of the alley. God dammit. Now he’d have to find a whore to do something about his aching cock.

The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of the pretty Penelope.





Chapter Twenty-Nine


Something was wrong with Olivia.

Henry had asked his sisters, but they didn’t know anything and suggested he was being silly. As far as he knew, his family knew less than he did about the dangers Olivia was in. Penelope suggested he give Olivia time, implying that she was nervous, but Henry had a nagging feeling he didn’t have time. He also interviewed the footman he’d sent with them to Bond Street, but all he learned after peppering the man with a million questions was an anxious footman. He did uncover one curious tidbit of information. Apparently, there were several minutes the servant couldn’t account for Olivia’s whereabouts.

Henry resisted the urge to ask Olivia about the incident herself. Whatever she was hiding terrified her. He’d figure it out, sooner or later, but later would most likely be too late.

He stood at the bay window in his study, staring out at nothing, paying no attention to the fine carriages and hackneys rolling up and down the street headed off to whatever nightly entertainment their occupants had in store. A rap on the door sounded, and the giant butler entered.

“My lord, a packet has arrived for you.” Siegfried laid a thick envelope on the surface of the desk. “May I get anything more for you?”

“Where is Miss Goldsleigh?”

“She is still in her room, my lord,” Siegfried noted. “There is a footman in the hall outside the door as you ordered. I also took the liberty of stationing one of the duke’s men outside her window as well, as a precaution.”

Henry nodded at the butler. Good thinking.”

The packet was indeed the one he’d been waiting for.

Sealed inside, a detailed report from his man outlined where Olivia’s cousin, Reginald Goldsleigh, had grown up, attended school, and lived up to the time he’d inherited his uncle’s title. Additionally, the report suggested several allegations of cover-ups and lingering rape charges of a young woman employed at his school during the time he attended. The more Henry read through the report, the more Reginald’s history seemed spotty at best and nefarious at its worst. There was nothing that necessarily confirmed Olivia’s account of what happened to her or Warren, but there certainly was nothing in it to recommend him as a decent fellow either. Unfortunately, Henry was left with as many questions as answers.

Henry withdrew his watch, checked the time, then snapped closed the cover and shoved it back in his pocket. He had already finished dressing for the evening and, bored and frustrated, he wandered down to his study to wait for the ladies instead of pacing in the foyer. He didn’t remember what was on the agenda, but it would be a waste of time better spent sorting out this mess. The one consolation in the evening’s whole pending nightmare was that since the surprise announcement of his engagement, he was no longer stalked like a wounded, limping gazelle by a pride full of society mamas.

Nevertheless, he’d have to keep a close eye on his fiancée. Henry did not like the prospect of further surprises from Cousin Reginald. Dammit, if she would just open up about whatever she was keeping so secret. How could he make her trust him? Hadn’t he been more than generous with his trust, bringing her into his house, accepting her story without reproach, and believing—or at least feigning belief in—her ridiculous lies as to the origins of her latest injuries? Blast it all, he’d even volunteered to marry her to protect her from the bastard.

I think I’m due a little trust here. Overdue, actually.

Well, at least she’d made no more mention of running away to America or the Continent. Olivia was a smart, brave girl. Surely she’d see the idiocy of running away from the few people who sought to protect her.

Henry checked his watch again and levered himself up from his chair with a sigh. A musicale, he recalled, that was tonight’s engagement. God have mercy on his soul.

Cassandra and Penelope were both standing in the entryway when he turned the corner.

“Are you all ready, my plump little tangerines?”

“Tangerines?” Cassie narrowed in annoyance. “Who’s plump?”

“What is wrong with you?” his oldest sister asked.

Henry shook his head at Penelope but let a smile spread across his face. Nothing improved his mood like a quick spar with his sisters, and nothing guaranteed an argument like a creative endearment. “Nothing’s wrong with me, peach pit. What’s wrong with you?”

“No one else in the entire world calls people such strange names,” Penelope advised him.

Cassandra joined in, which made him grin wider. “Really. She’s right. And we’ve told you repeatedly we don’t like it.”

Henry shrugged and feigned innocence. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“You’re almost intolerable,” Penny informed him. “Honestly, I don’t know why we bother to put up with you at all.”

“Because I’m devilishly handsome and because your modiste bills would kill a less-devoted brother.” He pecked a kiss on his sister’s cheek as a peace offering. Penny snorted but was mollified. “Where are the others?” Just the three of them milled around the foyer.

“Mother should be down in a minute. Aunt Evelyn, too. Olivia, the poor thing, has another headache and begged off.” Cassie volunteered all this information while distractedly fiddling with the clasp of her bracelet.

“What do you mean, begged off?”

Penny shrugged. “She’s had a couple of very difficult days, weeks even, Henry. I’m sure she’s quite tired, and you know about her headaches.”

“Did she go to bed?”

“I guess so.” Penny shrugged. “Cass, did Olivia go to bed?”

“What?” Cassie looked up from her wrist and her jewelry. “Oh, I guess so.”

Henry started up the stairs. It sounded like a load of horse crap to him. He had visions of Olivia shimmying down a drainpipe. If that woman wasn’t wearing her night rail and tucked into bed, he was going to kill her. After a cursory knock on the door, he barged into her room, expecting to find her with one foot out the window.

“Henry!” Olivia sounded surprised. Of course she was surprised. Who wouldn’t be when a crazed marquess barged into their room?

“I hear you’re not feeling well.” His tone had started out full of acid disbelief, but Henry felt a bit idiotic now. She appeared exactly as one would expect of someone who’d begged off a social engagement due to a migraine. While she wasn’t in bed, she was wearing a dressing gown and had been half reclined on a settee with a cool, damp strip of toweling on her forehead before his rude invasion.

“Yes. Fortunately they say the best cure for a headache is loud, thinly veiled accusations,” she replied, petulant. He deserved that.

The woman was owed an apology. Henry made as if to sit on the opposite end of the settee, so Olivia curled her legs up to her bottom. He settled into the plush seat and stretched her legs across his lap. “I’m sorry, sweetling.” He made his face truly repentant, not the fake repentant he used on his sisters. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Olivia relaxed back against the arm of the sofa. “No, it has to pass of its own accord. I took a sleeping draught.” She gestured to an empty glass on a side table.

Her face was wan, and there was a dullness in her eyes Henry recognized as a true reflection of pain. “When did it come on? Is there anything that sets them off?”

“Not really,” she answered softly, as if even her voice was too loud. “Sometimes bright light or stresses will bring them on, or maybe if I’m exceptionally tired.” She closed her eyes and exhaled.

“What happened today, Olivia?” Henry asked, his voice soft but insistent. When an answer wasn’t forthcoming, he rubbed his knuckles along the soles of her feet, applying relaxing pressure. She didn’t answer, but seemed to recline more into the softness of the settee. “I know something occurred that has upset you again.” He massaged her insteps, turned the ankles, and applied gentle pressure to her toes. In lieu of an answer she gave a soft exhale signaling she’d finally relaxed into slumber. He sat for several moments watching her rest. Her head tilted to the side, leaning against the back of the settee. Hair tumbled free from the chignon at the back of her head and hung in disarray around her shoulders, framing her peaceful face. The skin under her eyes appeared darker than it had been two days before. Still, she looked a thousand times better than when he scooped her up on the street and brought her home, but whatever was troubling her now was definitely taking its toll.

Henry slid an arm behind her back and the other under her knees, shifting her onto his lap so he could carry her to the bed. She sighed, snuggled her head under his chin, and lifted an arm to circle behind his neck. The loose sleeve of her dressing gown slid up her raised arm, and the feel of her skin on his neck and the soft exhalations of breath fluttering over his throat made him wish he could lie down on the bed with her. Not to make love to her, but to comfort her aching, tired body and exhausted soul. He wanted to enfold her in his arms for the night and swear to her that she’d be safe, so safe she could cease worrying and sleep herself into wellness.

Olivia’s arm lingered at his neck in the loose embrace even as he laid her on the coverlet of the bed. The silk sleeve of her dressing gown pooled around her shoulder. Henry smiled and reached behind him to clasp her hand in his. He brought it around to his mouth and kissed her palm and smoothed his hand down the length of her arm. Her skin was softer even than the silk of her gown. He stroked the inside of her elbow with his thumb and found a new bruise blossoming just above the bend in her arm.

This time the bluish marks made a clear impression of fingers and a thumb wrapped around her arm. God dammit, Reginald had gotten to her again. Where? When? The five minutes she had been missing while shopping? He was certain her tormentor was Reginald. Who else could it be? When he saw that bastard cousin of hers, Henry was going to relish leaving a few bruises of his own, that was if he didn’t kill him first. He couldn’t wait for Olivia to tell him what he needed to know to protect her, and the precautions he’d taken up to this point to protect her weren’t working. Henry was going to have to step up his plans and find Reginald first.

Olivia slept for only two hours. Sometimes her migraines were like that. The confusion and vision problems would ease, leaving her to deal with the nausea and mind-boggling pain but no ability to sleep.

The house was quiet with the rest of the family away at social obligations, but she didn’t leave her bed. Instead, she lay in the darkness and allowed guilt and self-pity to consume her.

Reginald’s words repeated over and over in her mind – one week, one week, one week. Then he was coming for Penny. If she had thought the man was unbalanced before, his behavior had escalated to terrifying now. She didn’t have any doubt that he would do what he threatened.

Although it had been her first instinct, the more she sorted through the options, the more it became clear she couldn’t tell Henry. The man deserved to be made aware of the specific threat to his family, except that Olivia knew he would insist on trying to handle the situation. Reginald was not one to be handled. What would stop her cousin from killing Henry if Reginald thought Olivia truly cared for her fiancé? She was worried about Penny, but the idea of Henry dying trying to defend her made her want to vomit.

There were only two solutions. The first – giving in to Reginald and going with him—was unthinkable. The only alternative she could see that would protect Henry, Warren and the rest of the family was to leave, flee London as far as she could go. If she wasn’t present to be punished by Reginald torturing the people she loved, she believed her cousin would leave the Cavendish’s alone. It would no longer be fun for Reginald, and that was what drove his diseased mind.

She allowed herself to cry, pitiful tears of heartbreak and loss for the life she’d never have with Henry.

There were six days to get out of London. She’d need to sell the gun and get to America – alone.





Chapter Thirty


“Have you seen Penelope?”

Olivia looked up from her book. “No, not since breakfast.” Reflexively, Olivia looked out the window of the Blue Parlor as if she expected to see Penelope stroll by.

“She was supposed to help me redress a bonnet today.” Cassandra sat her irritated self down in a huff. “I think she’s hiding from me.”

Olivia laughed and placed a ribbon in her book as a marker. “I’ll help you with the bonnet.”

Several hours later, Cassandra and Olivia had refitted the bonnet in question as well as several others and re-trimmed three reticules and a parasol. Wandering out to the family parlor for tea, they discovered Penelope was still nowhere to be found.

“Has anyone asked her maid?” Olivia asked Lady Vivienne, who snapped her lap desk closed with a vicious thunk.

“That girl can’t be found either,” Lady Vivienne said. “I hoped I’d find her with you two. We had an appointment today with the new Ladies Auxiliary Committee. I’ve told her again and again how I want her involved this year.”

Olivia frowned. “How long has she been missing?”

“I found you when I was looking for her about the hat this morning around ten o’clock, I think,” Cassandra offered. “I don’t know about before then.”

“Oh, that girl.” Penelope’s exasperated mother sighed. “I can’t wait around for her any longer. I’ll have to make some excuse for her absence.” Lady Vivienne handed her maid a sheaf of papers for her committee meeting and left in a frustrated lather, her maid trailing along behind murmuring mollifying, if unintelligible, responses.

“Where do you suppose Penny has hidden herself?” Cassie poured them both a cup of tepid tea. “I thought she was hiding from me and my bonnets, but I’ll bet her whole plan was to avoid the Ladies Auxiliary Committee meeting.”

Olivia stared into the tea cup balanced on her lap. “Do you think she’d do that?” Olivia willed Cassie’s answer to be yes. An irresponsible Penny was a much better trade-off than the horrible alternative.

Cassandra nodded and took a bite of vanilla biscuit then brushed crumbs off her bodice with a sweeping gesture. “I suppose it’s possible. Mother has insisted Penny be active in the committee. They’re tremendously dull, you know, those committees.” She took another contemplative bite of biscuit. “She says it’s our duty as members of the peerage to aide those less fortunate. She’ll make me attend, too, if I don’t find a husband this season.” Cassie wrinkled her nose.

“If she was hiding, would she do it in the house or somewhere else?” Olivia asked.

Cassie shrugged. “We used to hide from our governess in the attic sometimes.”

Olivia’s teacup settled with a clatter on the side table. “All right let’s go. Come on. Up. Up.” Olivia pulled on Cassie’s arm to lever her off the upholstered settee.

“Well, I guess I’d better come at that.” Cassie scooped up five more biscuits and shoved them in her dress pocket. “You’ll never find the door.”

Cassandra had been correct. Olivia never would have found the door. It didn’t matter anyway. After an hour of searching around the dusty, crowded attic, they’d decided no one was up there.

“We’re down in time for luncheon. That’s good,” Cassie noted cheerfully.

“Where have you been?” Helen asked, noting their disheveled appearance when they came upon her and Warren on the way to the dining room. The children each held a fistful of charcoal pencils and a sketchbook tucked under their arms.

“We were looking for Penny in the attic,” Olivia absently told them. There were still six days before Reginald’s deadline. Under the circumstances, Olivia had to consider the very real possibility that her cousin was involved.

“Why was Penny in the attic?” Warren asked.

“She wasn’t,” Cassie informed them. “Were you sketching in the garden for nature study?”

“Yes,” Helen told her.

“Did you see Penny?” Olivia looked to the children. They shook their heads in reply and took places at the table, joining the dowager, Aunt Evelyn and middle sister, Daphne.

Olivia stopped listening as the children and Cassie debated their lesson. In fact, Olivia was so far in her head, she didn’t notice Henry had come into the room until he sat next to her at the table.

“Not that you aren’t always a vision of loveliness, turtledove,” Henry’s voice rumbled, breaking her concentration, “but, putting it mildly, you and my sister are a mess.”

A cursory examination with Olivia’s fingers found that her hair had defied the braids and pins and now curls toppled down. She clucked with her tongue and used her napkin to brush absently at the dust that clung to the material. Being mussed was the least of her worries. Oh dear God, if anything happened to Penny…

“What mischief has Cassie had you doing?” Henry leaned over and plucked a cobweb from her shoulder.

“It wasn’t me,” Cassie assured her brother. “Olivia thought Penny might have been hiding in the attic like we did when we were young.”

Henry quirked an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Penny is missing,” Olivia blurted. She couldn’t quell the panic, the metaphoric storm cloud having now built into an apprehension she could no longer ignore. Reginald had mentioned Penny by name. To dismiss what she’d assumed had been an idle threat was a mistake. It also meant Reginald was crazier than ever.

Henry gave a one-shoulder shrug. “She’ll turn up,” he said, nonchalant, and tucked into his roast beef.

“No.” Olivia shook her head, emphatic. “Something’s wrong.”

Henry stopped chewing and met her gaze.

Olivia continued, “No one has seen her for hours.” Henry set down his fork and knife and turned to face her. “The longer she’s gone, the more I’m afraid she won’t just turn up.”

“What are you telling me?” Everything about her fiancé was serious now.

“No one knows where she is.” How could she ever tell him what she suspected and feared? She should have told him last night. The other conversations in the room had ceased, all attention on Olivia and Henry’s discussion. As frightened as she was to reveal everything, she was much more terrified that she’d allowed something dreadful to happen to her friend.

Henry addressed the rest of the family. “Who saw Penny at breakfast?”

His grandmother spoke first. “I ate with her this morning.”

“Did she mention what she had planned for the day?” Henry asked.

The older woman thought for a moment before answering. “I don’t think so, but she usually goes for a walk through the park first thing in the morning.”

Olivia did know Penny liked to take a constitutional early, before the park got crowded, even when it had been a particularly late night. She paled at the memory of her cousin lurking ominously on the fringes of the path, almost in the wooded glen, watching her. How easy it would be for Reginald and his thugs to snatch Penny. She covered her mouth with one hand and shook her head.

Henry eyed her reaction, his expression hardened into something just short of accusation. “Pair up, and let’s look through the house,” he ordered, rising from the table. “You, come with me.”

The family removed themselves from the table in confused cooperation, polarized by Olivia’s obvious distress and the fact that Henry now shared her same concerns. As the two of them left the room, the butler was organizing the household servants to join the search.

Henry led her to his study and closed the door. “Where is my sister?”

She rushed to get the words out. “I think Reginald has her.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

Olivia’s hands fluttered at her sides, and she didn’t know what to do with them. “Because he told me if I didn’t go with him, he’d take her.”

“What?” Henry yelled, his voice mixed with incredulity and anger. “When the hell did this happen?”

Olivia refused to waver. This was her fault, and she’d take the anger coming at her, but inwardly she cringed. “Yesterday outside the milliner’s.”

“Oh my Lord, Olivia,” He erupted in words and action, whirling and stomping across the room. He spun back around and demanded, “You didn’t think that bit of information should reach my ears right away? You failed to tell me, me, the one man who has repeatedly tried to protect you from that ass of a cousin of yours. But now it’s not just about you.”

“I know,” she whispered. She covered her mouth, afraid she’d start weeping—tears of fear for her dear friend, tears she had no right to shed. Not right now. Not while Penny was still missing.

Henry’s handsome face was harder than she’d ever seen it. “What did he say exactly? I don’t want to hear any lies or half-truths. We don’t have time.”

“I would never lie to you, Henry.” She reached out to touch his arm, but he withdrew from her fingers. Olivia crossed her arms over her chest instead.

Henry raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “Really? Starting when?”

Olivia swallowed. “Not about anything really important.” Except she’d been lying to him one way or another since day one. She thought she’d been protecting him and his family by withholding truths, lies of omission, but she’d managed to do the exact opposite. “I’ll never forgive myself if anything happens to Penny.”

“We don’t have time for this right now.” The blue of his eyes settled into crystal blue fervency. “We need to find my sister.”

***

At that moment he was so angry at Olivia and himself he couldn’t be in the same room with her. If he could have figured out how to separate from himself, he would have.

After all of his patience, how could she still not trust him with something as important as Penny’s safety? Intellectually, he knew how terrified Olivia must have been of Reginald’s sneak attacks. The man had been stalking her for months. He imagined what the stress of living like that did to a person. She must have been in a near-constant panic. In her defense, he could begrudgingly understand why she thought she could take care of herself. Granted, she hadn’t done very well at it, but he could see why, after her explanations of the abuses she found at the hands of the inhabitants of London who offered to help her, she was reticent in trusting him one hundred percent.

Henry felt totally and pathetically useless. Still, even understanding the reasons why, his feelings were hurt.

When Henry got his hands on the bastard, he was going to kill him.

His long, angry strides ate up the marble floor as he marched back to the foyer. He knew Olivia followed him in the same way he was always aware of her whenever she was near. His senses reached out to her and pulled the essence that was Olivia into him to muddle his mind further. Even when he was furious or fearful as he was now, he longed to drown in the scent of her terminally tousled hair, to run his hands down the length of her petite body, to fit his palm in the curve of her waist or the small of her back where two dimples began the slope of her bottom.

She sniffled, and his heart broke a little bit more, but he was still too angry to drag her to him and swear to her again how he’d never let anything happen to her.

First he had to find Penny.

And, second, find the worthless son of a bitch and kill him with as much relish as possible.

A small gathering of servants and sisters milled about in the foyer when he marched in at precisely the same instant the front door swung open and his missing sister strolled in.

“Where the hell have you been?” Henry thundered. Penelope didn’t have time to be surprised at her reception before Olivia burst past him and enveloped Penny in a desperate hug.

“Omph,” Penny grunted. “Hello.”

“Are you all right?” Olivia asked as soon as she pulled back from the embrace. She stared into Penny’s face and raked her eyes over Penny’s dress and coiffure. She did look disheveled, but not harmed in any way.

“Where have you been,” Henry demanded.

“I met Lady Harrington in the park walking her puppies. We adjourned to her home for tea and to play with them,” Penny looked at Olivia in alarm as she clung to Penny’s hand and unabashedly wept. “What happened?”

“Nothing, duckling,” Henry told her, his voice back to normal. Nothing had happened to her. His sister was safe. Now that he knew the nature of the danger, nothing would.

Since Penny was home and the events surrounding her disappearance turned out to be so mundane, the crowd in the hall grew bored and shuffled off in various directions, leaving just Henry, Olivia and his two oldest sisters in the hall.

“You missed the Ladies Auxiliary Meeting,” Cassie told her, eyes wide in a meaningful way.

“Oh no, I totally forgot.” Penelope grimaced. “Is she home already?”

“No,” Cassie said, and then added unnecessarily, “Though she was really angry.”

“Do you suppose I could race over there and still make it?” Penny asked.

“No!” Henry said with more force than was required. “You’re all staying home.”

“There’s no need to yell, Henry,” Penny glanced at Olivia. The woman was finally getting control of herself. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Olivia smiled and shook her head, which loosened yet another curl. “I was very worried about you. Let’s get you upstairs and out of this mussed dress.”

Henry had forgotten about Lady Francesca’s puppies from hell. They would certainly explain his sister’s roughshod appearance.

“Have you seen those puppies?” Penny asked Olivia and Cassie. “They are so adorable.”

“No,” Henry said firmly.

“No what?” Penny’s expression was innocence and light as if he didn’t know exactly where the conversation was heading.

“You may not have one of those demon dogs. Do not ask.”

Penny looked abashed as if the thought never occurred to her. “I never asked for a puppy, Henry.” His sister turned from him with a haughty twist of her head. “I will tell you all about them,” she told the ladies. “They are perfectly precious.”

“Um-hmmmm.” Henry knew better. He snagged his sister’s arm before she got away and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you’re all right, petunia.”

His sisters and fiancée turned for the stairs, already chattering away.

“Olivia.” He said her name low. She turned back from the group, the resignation and regret in her eyes almost melting his resolve, but no. He’d had enough of the hiding and half-truths and deception—no matter what the reason. “Not you. Come with me.”





Chapter Thirty-One


“Sit.” Henry pointed at the leather sofa in his study. Olivia perched at the edge of the seat, too nervous to make herself comfortable. Henry paced a bit before he paused in front of her, his feet planted firmly apart on the Turkish carpet, projecting power and authority. “Start from the beginning,” he instructed.

“I want to,” she admitted, “and I will, but may I have a drink first?”

Henry eyed her with purpose before turning to the sideboard and pouring a snifter of brandy for each of them. When he handed the glass to Olivia, she glanced at it with distaste.

“Do you have any water?” His look of keen annoyance told her without words that he did not. “Thank you,” she said anyway when her shaking hands took the glass and raised the liquid to her lips. One tentative sip started a fire down her throat, but it settled pleasantly in her stomach after a short cough, and some of her anxiety left after the second and third sips.

“I haven’t lied to you about much, really.” Olivia stared at his feet and knew that wasn’t true. “Or rather, I didn’t want to lie to you at all. Everything I’ve told you about us up to when you found us on Bond Street was true except for one large piece.” She looked up at him then redirected her gaze below his knees. “Warren and I weren’t running from my cousin. We were running from the magistrate. Our escape from Reginald ended somewhat differently than I had led you to believe.”

Olivia fidgeted on the cushion and fingered the stem of her glass, stalling while she got up the courage to tell her fiancée she had thought herself a murderess all that time. His stoic silence while he waited for her to continue with her tale was almost as awful as any yelling she anticipated when he learned the truth.

She took a deep breath and continued. “Everything we’ve said about Reginald and his cruelty is true and more. He’s an awful, horrible man, and he terrifies me. The night we left my home, he was wholly intent on inflicting great harm to Warren and me. I clobbered him on the head with a frying pan, and we thought that would be enough to allow us to escape. We’d already packed small bags, and we were going to leave through the woods. Except the pan didn’t knock him unconscious as we’d thought.” This time Olivia took a longer drought of brandy to fortify herself. The next words were the worst. Still, Henry stood tall and silent.

“Warren had packed my father’s gun in case of danger in the woods.”

She couldn’t finish it. Murderess was too horrible to say. Henry would never want her around his family, to be his wife, once the words left her mouth. She couldn’t blame him. If the roles were reversed, she wouldn’t want a liar of her ilk living in his house and influencing his sisters.

“Did you shoot him, Livvy?”

Olivia sighed. “Warren shot him to stop him from raping me, but I’ll never allow any harm to come to him because of it. He’s just a child, and he was protecting me. I’ll tell everyone it was me.”

“That explains his threats of prosecuting you for attempted murder. I had thought it was only another nasty way to terrorize you.” How Henry could be so calm and composed was beyond her. “But your cousin’s not dead.”

She choked out a rueful laugh. “No one was more surprised than me when he showed up at that ball. All this time, I’ve been running from a ghost.”

“You didn’t shoot him.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Olivia started to take another calming sip of brandy, but the glass was empty. “He knows that I’ll take the blame. Nothing will ever happen to Warren if I have anything to say about it.”

“’Tis neither here nor there,” Dalton told her matter-of-factly. “My title will protect you once we’re married. Nothing will ever happen to you or Warren. I assure you.”

Olivia inhaled slowly, filling her lungs for the first time in what seemed like hours. He knew the absolute worst of it and he didn’t even flinch. In fact, he showed no emotion at all, which was equally disconcerting.

“He’ll never allow me to marry you before I reach my majority. Never.”

“Your birthday is only days away,” he reminded her. She’d feel so much better if he didn’t stand so far away, if he didn’t sound so detached. Henry was usually so affectionate and demonstrative.

Olivia shook her head adamantly. “You don’t know what kind of man you’re dealing with. It sounds like I’m exaggerating when I say it out loud, but Reginald is evil. He’s demanding I come back with him.”

“Why couldn’t you trust me enough to tell me?”

Dammit all, she knew the tears were coming. Olivia buried her face in one hand, the other dangled the empty glass. Her stupid hair hung in her eyes. “I was so afraid. Afraid you’d throw us out of your house, and we have nowhere to go. I never wanted to spend your money. I’ve kept an accounting so I can repay you.”

Henry grunted. “I don’t care about any of that.”

“The first time he came to the garden after…” She ducked her head to the side, too shy to say the words out loud. “He told me he would drag me back. He promised me he would hurt me so badly you’d never want me.”

“Has he done…? Did he…?” Henry’s expression was explosive.

“No, he shoved me and, well, you saw.”

Henry nodded, his lips set in a grim line. “Yet you lied to me when I showed concern.”

“I was so afraid, afraid of Reginald and, most of all, what you would think of me.” Olivia struggled to keep her voice even and under control. “He was trying to scare me, terrorize me into complying with what he wanted.”

“But yesterday was different? How?”

“Because he knew Penny’s name.” She thought back to Reginald’s face and shuddered. “I thought all along I could protect everyone from him. The first time I didn’t tell you because I was certain he didn’t mean it. It was wrong of me to put your family in jeopardy.” Olivia stood and tilted her head to meet Henry’s dubious gaze. “In the beginning, I thought I could take care of him and never have to bother you with any more of my calamities. Now, I’m afraid for you.”

Henry didn’t reply. Both hands scrubbed through his hair in a gesture Olivia was beginning to recognize as frustration. “How? How did you think you could fix this? You more than anyone know what he’s like.”

“I still have my father’s gun.”

Henry laughed a loud, mirthless guffaw.

“Well, it turns out I wasn’t able to do anything with it anyway.” Her lips formed a weak, embarrassed smile. “I did hit him pretty hard with it inside my reticule though.”

Henry shook his head and didn’t smile at her attempt at a jest. “Did you have any practical solutions at all? I have a hard time seeing you gun down a man in the street.”

“You’re right. I was stupid, and my defense is pitifully weak. Regardless of what happened in the garden or since, you barely know me.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he said through a clenched jaw.

“What was to keep you, what’s still keeping you, from throwing me out of your house? I’m way too much trouble than I’m worth.” Olivia sat heavily on the sofa. If the idea hadn’t occurred to him before, her stupidly suggesting it would certainly put it in his head now.

“Because I gave my word, dammit. What kind of a man do you think I am?”

A very good, very decent, very honorable man. “I didn’t know what to do.” She set the glass on the carpet and used both hands to wipe at her cheeks. “I’m so afraid, Henry. I warred with myself—to leave here in order to protect your family or to stay here, with you, someone I’ve come to care about a great deal.”

Henry was still so far away, across the room, across a vast, emotional divide. Did he hate her now? She guessed that was fair since she hated herself, too. She had been so close to happy.

“Did you ever come to a decision?” he asked, angry, his voice rising with each word. “I don’t know what else I can say. I’ve made my feelings on the matter well known to you. I have given you every opportunity to trust me and yet, even when you knew I didn’t believe your cockamamie lies, you refused to trust me. And worse yet, you betrayed the trust I had in you by deliberately withholding information that has put my sister, your friend, in grave danger from the very madman who has terrorized you.”

Olivia rose from her seat on the sofa and approached Henry, her chest rising and falling as she fought to control her tears. “I’m so sorry. I was afraid, and it’s really no excuse. I had thought this morning I could leave today and he wouldn’t hurt Penelope if I was gone from here. But then she went missing, and, oh, Henry…I am so sorry.”

Henry threw his hand in the air in an extravagant gesture. “What were you going to do? Give in and go with him?” He shook his head at her, his mouth open in amazement. “Sweet Jesus,” he ran his hand through his already disheveled hair.

“No.” Olivia denied with emphasis. “I was thinking I needed to sell my father’s gun and leave the country.”

“You care about me so little?” Henry’s blue eyes, intense with emotion, peered down at her. “Do I mean nothing? What about Warren? You’d leave him?”

She choked back another sob. “That’s not it at all, the opposite actually. I care about you more than anything. And Warren, too. That’s why I’ll go.” She loved him. She’d been so wrapped up in her own head, so confused about what to do, she’d not even realized the reason leaving was so hard was because she loved him. She loved Henry more than anything.

“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Henry told her in a low, fuming tone. “My sister is fine. We’re all fine, and that’s how we will stay. I will see to it now.”

But there was no way Henry could see into Reginald’s dark, twisted heart the way she could. Her cousin wouldn’t give up, and just because he didn’t snatch Penelope today didn’t mean he didn’t plan to in the future. She’d never recover if Reginald hurt Henry. Never.

The folded paper slid under Warren’s bedroom door with a whisper of air and shhh of paper over hardwood. Henry’s note was thicker and thus crinkled a bit when Olivia shoved it through the gap between the door and the floor. Neither note caused enough noise to wake its sleeping recipients.

Olivia wasn’t especially fond of these night-time escapes with her meager possessions tucked in a pitifully small bag and nerves thrumming through her veins. The last time things had ended dreadfully, but she didn’t expect anything remotely like that happening this time. Of course, the last time she’d been escaping a dire situation, and she had been desperate to get as far away as she and Warren could go. This time she was leaving the man she loved, a family who meant almost as much to her as her own had, and she was leaving her brother.

This time she emphatically did not want to go.

After the terror of the afternoon and the mind-numbing panic and guilt Olivia had felt when she’d thought Reginald had snatched Penelope—she could never inflict that sort of horror on this family again.

But the real reason Olivia had carefully folded one day dress and two changes of underclothes into a knapsack with her father’s watch and the gun was because, obviously, Lord Dalton didn’t want her anymore. There had been no follow-up conversation from their earlier one in his study when she confessed everything. She had always known his reaction would be to distance himself from her, but she’d actually expected him to evict her from the premises. Instead of a violent scene of yelling and accusations, his amity and any interest he had for her quietly turned to, if not outright dislike, then apathy, which was most likely worse.

She had not seen him again for the rest of the day. He didn’t appear at dinner and he did not explain to the other ladies why they must cancel their evening engagement. Rather he left instructions in a note to his mother. But most telling of all, he did not come to her room to kiss her good night. He’d come every single night, and his absence, as she waited in her nightclothes by the firelight growing more despondent, was most telling.

It was obvious what she needed to do. She’d brought this potential disaster on these wonderful people, and after all they’d done for her and her brother, there was no way she could allow them to be in any danger.

She slipped out a side door through the garden before the sun was fully risen and the household staff was just beginning to stir. She strode swiftly down the path and to the lane where she hailed a sleepy hackney driver.

It was the hardest thing she’d ever done and she was completely miserable, but it was also the right thing to do. Nothing else could be done. She was sure of it.

Henry was foot weary when he arrived home just before dawn. He and the Duke of Morewether had been up all night searching for clues to the whereabouts of Olivia’s cousin. With the small amount of information they’d gleaned from their contacts in the city, they’d been in every whorehouse and gaming hell in London. He’d never wanted a bath so badly in his life.

It was best they hadn’t found Reginald. As angry as he was, there was little doubt great physical harm would have come to the perverted bastard, and Morewether wasn’t the man you needed with you when the situation called for cooler heads to prevail. He’d get some sleep today and resume the hunt later tonight. During the day, though, the mission would not be idle. Thomas would continue on today, diligently sifting through records and contacting his friends in the military and the Runner’s office. Henry would have to let the physical search go for now and trust that progress would be made while he rested. He was dead on his feet.

The house was quiet when he entered. The servants were beginning to stir below in the kitchen, but the family’s apartments were still a slumber. He made his way up the stairs in the dark, not even bothering to light a lamp when he entered his room. What clothes didn’t make the arm of the chair landed on the floor where they stayed, disregarded, until his valet would retrieve them later. Henry crawled under the sheets and flopped his head on the feather pillow.

His last conscious thought was that he forgot to kiss Olivia good night.





Chapter Thirty-Two


The knocking wormed its way through the dreamy fog and wiggled into Henry’s ear. He pulled his head out from under a pillow and looked around the room for the origin of the offensive noise. The light was too bright, streaming through the gap in the heavy drapery.

“Henry,” a wee voice called. “Lord Dalton.”

He sat up and blinked in an effort to clear the daze.

More knocking. “Henry, are you awake?”

“Who is it?” He rubbed his head vigorously, scrubbing his scalp with his fingertips.

“It’s me, Warren.”

Henry gave a short nod and swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Come in.” The door opened, and Warren entered his suite, then ducked down and retrieved something from the floor.

“You got one, too,” the boy told him as he approached the bed.

“Got one what?”

“A note.” The boy wiped his nose with the sleeve of his shirt not encumbered by the bandages and sling. Upon better inspection, even through his sleep-sandy eyes, Henry could see the lad was upset.

“What’s troubling you?” he asked. The boy shoved a piece of paper in his direction. Unfolded, Henry spied a handwritten note addressed to Dearest Warren. Henry skimmed it quickly. The contents made him nauseous. “You said I got one too?” The second note was longer than the boy’s. It began My Dear Henry and ended two pages later with All my love, Livvy.

Henry read back over both notes while the boy stood next to the bed and fidgeted. He was beginning to think he was going to require pants to solve this problem. And more sleep. Coffee certainly. None of this was making sense. Why would Olivia leave? He read the notes again.

“Have you been to her room? Is she gone?”

Warren nodded, indicating yes on both accounts. “She took Father’s gun, but not much else.”

The blasted notes didn’t hint where she was going or with whom. Was her damned cousin involved? She had mentioned her thoughts towards leaving and selling the watch for passage somewhere, hadn’t she? Henry had been seething with anger by then. But Reginald could have forced her to write the notes. Regardless, she was out in the world, either with her tormentor or alone, it didn’t matter. Olivia was in serious danger, and he’d failed miserably in his promise to protect her.

He shoved his legs into the trousers from last night and pulled the shirt over his head but didn’t bother to tuck it in.

“Come on,” he told the boy who was expecting Henry to solve this problem. “We’ll find her. I made a promise to protect you both, even if that means protecting her from herself.”

Warren smiled, his relief palpable. “What will we do?”

“First, we’ll marshal the troops.” Henry strode from the room with determination, and Warren followed along in his wake. “Do you have any idea where she’ll go?”

“No.” Warren shook his head. “We didn’t make any friends in the city while we were here.”

“I was afraid of that. She mentioned America several times to me.” Henry paused in his stride, causing Warren to run into the back of him with a grunt. “Do you think her cousin snatched her?”

“He’s been sneaking up on her, hasn’t he?” Warren asked. “She’s been acting strange the last few days, and I saw the bruise on her arm.”

Henry didn’t want to think of the other unseen bruises, but he couldn’t keep himself from wincing when the visions flashed through his mind’s eye unbidden. “Yes. She told me yesterday.” How much misery could she have avoided if he’d protected her as promised?

“It’s possible. Reginald is crazy,” Warren told him as if Henry needed confirmation.

Henry cursed under his breath. “Come on. I vow we’ll get her back whether she left of her own volition or if that bastard stole her. I promise.” He didn’t have an excellent track record with promises of late. Maybe making this vow on Olivia’s behalf would give him good enough luck so he could get to the other vow next week.

Henry fired off rapidly scrawled notes to Harrington and Morewether and had them delivered posthaste while he waited for his groggy family to be rousted out of bed. With a fierce sense of urgency, he gave a quick explanation of Olivia’s disappearance and listed off his three working theories. Perhaps his family would have some kind of notion of where to start looking for her.

“One: her cousin has kidnapped her and forced her to write the notes. Two: She gave into his ultimatum and went to him as he demanded to protect our family.” Henry ticked off the options on his fingers. “Or three: she left everything behind to protect the family and plans to disappear in America or France or wherever her meager funds can take her.”

“Do you think Reginald forced her to write the notes?” his mother asked.

“Pardon me, my lord”—Siegfried raised a finger—“I am certain no one entered this house last night. The guards we posted, both our footmen and the ones sent over from His Grace, are adamant about it.”

Henry shrugged, not as convinced as his butler about their effectiveness. “Well, no one noticed her leaving and she’s definitely gone.”

“There is no way she went to Reginald,” Penelope added, emphatic. “She hates him, and he terrifies her.”

“I agree with Penny,” Aunt Evelyn noted. “She is much too strong a girl to bow to that man and his sick whims.”

Warren nodded emphatic agreement to their character assessment.

Henry liked to think so, too, but that only left the options that she was kidnapped or left him of her own freewill. Either eventuality proved too heartbreaking to contemplate, but contemplate he must if he was going to redeem himself in the promises department.

“Remember,” his grandmother added her two cents, “she was likely terrified of the man. Fear makes a person do stupid things, and she wouldn’t be thinking clearly.”

“Let me see the notes.” His mother held out her hand.

Warren handed his over, but Henry hesitated. His note lay tucked in his pocket, safe and dear. If he couldn’t have Olivia protected in his house, then he wanted her note safe in his pocket.

“Henry, for goodness’ sake, give me your note.” She actually snapped her fingers in impatience before he gave up and placed it in her palm.

After she read them over, she handed the notes to Evelyn. Great, everyone in his family would know about his failings. To cap off the worry that almost consumed him, now he had humiliation to contend with. His family gathered around the pieces of paper, read them out loud and mulled over the significance of each word, dissecting any and all subtext.

“Do you think it’s in code?” Penelope asked.

“I don’t think so,” Cassandra offered, discussing his note with clinical detachment. “Right here where she says she loves him seems sincere.”

“True,” Daphne agreed. “Besides, if her cousin was standing over her dictating what to say, why would she bring up how much she ‘treasured our time together in the garden’ if she didn’t want her cousin to know about it?” She pointed her finger at the exact line in Olivia’s note.

Henry snatched back the papers. He’d had just about enough of the insult of having his sisters scrutinizing his love notes.

“Why does she think you don’t want her anymore?” Penelope asked.

Would this humiliation never stop? He folded the paper and slid it back in his pocket, signaling, at least he thought, that the conversation was over.

Helen tilted her head to the side. “Where did you read that?”

Daphne spoke up. Apparently his middle sister had recently developed perfect recall. “When she wrote, ‘I can’t in good conscious make you uphold your valiant offer due to your changed feelings for me.’”

“Why does she think your feelings changed for her?” Cassandra cocked her head in question and stared at him pointedly.

Penelope chimed in before he could muster up an indignant response. “Probably from the reprehensible way he treated her during my kidnapping scare.”

“I was not reprehensible,” Henry insisted. Yes, you were. What a stupid, idiotic man he was. He knew exactly why she had that impression, as wrong as it was. Granted, he’d been angry with her, but his feelings hadn’t changed. He could kick himself.

“Sounds like it to me,” Helen volunteered.

“Me, too,” Cassandra chimed in. The rest of his family looked at him sadly, which was almost more than he could bear.

A deep voice broke into the middle of the feminine scolding. “All men are reprehensible. That’s why you like us. Otherwise there’d be nothing for you to try to change.” Morewether strolled into the parlor, led by Siegfried. Henry hadn’t even heard the bell. The man looked disgustingly put together for someone who probably got less sleep than he had. He heard Cassandra sigh and glared in her direction before he addressed his best friend.

“Thank you for coming so quickly,” Henry told Morewether. “I’m sorry to rouse you so early after the long night.”

“Don’t trouble yourself over it,” Morewether told him with a good-natured smile. “Anything for a lovely lady.”

“Our lovely lady is still in dire straits, is she?” Harrington, Francesca, and Anna entered the already uncomfortably crowded room of people staring at Henry with disdain.

Once again the tale was told, this time by his female relations who peppered it with their opinions of Henry’s actions and failings. He got a pitying look from Francesca and Anna and a glance of understanding from Harrington.

Morewether took in Henry’s disheveled appearance. “I’d shoot you to put you out of your misery if you didn’t look so damn desperate.”

“How does that help, Christian?” Francesca asked her brother. Then she focused her attention on Henry. “I agree with your mother. I don’t think she left with her cousin, at least not willingly.”

“And I don’t know about your men,” Morewether told him, “but my guards wouldn’t allow the man in here without a hell of a fight.”

Siegfried coughed a polite interruption. “Nor ours, Your Grace.”

Fabulous. That meant she left him. What an ass I am.

The very perceptive Anna must have interpreted what he was thinking. “Not just you, Dalton. If she left, it was because she was trying to protect everyone.”

“Right.” His mother placed her hands on his shoulders and urged him to look at her. “She loves you. You love her.” Henry broke eye contact with her, but she shook him hard. “You love her.”

Francesca interrupted. “You never told her?” She snorted in derision. “You men are so unbelievably stupid.” Her statement was emphasized by four nodding heads, proving his sisters agreed with her wholeheartedly.

“This can be fixed,” Harrington assured him. “I speak from experience.” His wife looked at him and shook her head in disgust. “It can,” he protested.

“I believe it can,” Aunt Evelyn said. “She isn’t going to stop loving you by this afternoon.”

“Right.” Morewether clapped his hands and rubbed them vigorously. “Let’s go find her so you can moon over her properly.”

“Where?” Daphne asked, ever the pragmatist. “Where do we start?”

“Remember, she took Father’s gun,” Warren reminded everyone. “I’m sure she means to sell it this time.”

“Oh, that’s so sad,” Anna said, and his sisters all agreed.

Henry agreed as well, but he did think it was a good clue to what Olivia was thinking. “If she sells it, she’s going to try to buy passage on a ship.”

“So to the docks, then.” Harrington put his hat back on, preparing to depart for the wharfs of London. The crowd moved as one for the door. “I’ll tell you the news of the solicitor on the way.” When Henry swiveled and looked at him expectantly, Harrington shooed his hands at him. “On the way.”

“What about her cousin?” Cassandra interjected. “Is he still after Penelope?”

As one, all eyes fell to his oldest sister. “Oh, I’ll be fine. We’ll all be together, so there’s no need to worry.”

“Huh-uh.” Henry shook his head vigorously. “None of you are going anywhere. You’re going to stay here under the watchful eye of Siegfried and the guards.”

“Well we’re in no danger.” Francesca signaled herself and Anna. “The man doesn’t know who we are, and the more eyes to help, the better chance we have of finding her.”

“Indeed.” Anna adjusted her wrap in preparation of leaving.

“No.” Harrington gave his wife as ferocious a look as Henry had seen from the man. “I’m not arguing with you, Francesca. The docks and shipyards are no place for a lady.”

Francesca took a mutinous stance, narrowed her eyes at her husband, and opened her mouth to protest before her brother intervened in a reasonable tone. “Stay here, Frankie, so we don’t have to worry about you, too.”

Anna surprised everyone by agreeing with him. “Frankie, I do think that would be best.” Henry suspected their easy capitulation meant they would be up to something he wouldn’t like, and so did the other men, but there was no time to lose if they wanted to find her before disaster struck, if it wasn’t too late already.

“Let’s go.” Henry started for the parlor door.

Morewether blocked his path. “Um, Dalton, do you think you might want to finish getting dressed first? At least shoes, old man?”

Reginald made his way through the park towards Cavendish Square. How pretentious was it, really, to live in a square named after oneself? However, now that he was one of the titled ones, he was going to have to consider naming something after himself.

The giant house loomed before him, taking up the entire city block. Reginald was not intimidated. His intention was to march right up to the door and demand entry. The girl was his, by legal rights if nothing more. He was her legitimate guardian for at least another few days, and by God he was going to collect her. He was tired of dithering around while he waited for his ultimatum to expire.

He still hadn’t come to a decision about the Penelope girl. He’d see how much trouble the marquess gave him over Olivia. Snatching his sister for a plaything might serve as a suitable punishment if the man caused him any grief.

He’d take Olivia home tonight. He had already arranged for a private coach to drive them—a well-sprung coach with velvet seats, with plenty of room for them to have a little fun on the way. Initiation was all Olivia needed, and then she’d be a good, pliant lover. Reginald rubbed his hand over his crotch. He could hardly wait. The memory of her naked breasts filled his head, and he stroked down his length with the heel of his hand.

The door of the house flew open, and Lord Dalton and his two friends burst out at a run. An open carriage came around the side of the house at the same time.

Reginald trotted across the park lawn so he could hear what they were saying to the women gathered on the sidewalk, his erection temporarily forgotten. He sought out Olivia’s face in the crowd, but while there were at least nine women milling around, Olivia was not one of them.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find her,” Dalton told his sisters. The gentlemen hopped into the carriage and took off at breakneck speed, waving goodbye to the ladies.

“Oh dear,” one of the older ladies said. “I do hope they find our Olivia soon.”

The girl named Penelope wrapped her arm around the lady. “Don’t worry, she’s a smart girl. She’ll be all right until Henry finds her.”

“Besides,” some other woman spoke up, “selling the watch and buying passage on a ship will slow her down.”

“Right. And there may not even be an acceptable ship leaving today anyway.”

Reginald was no longer paying attention.

The bitch was running away. That wasn’t going to happen again. Tracking her down the last time was too much effort regardless of what he told her. There was small consolation in the fact that the bloody interfering marquess didn’t have her anymore either.

He hailed a hackney and headed down to the wharfs.

When he got hold of her this time, the stupid whore was going to regret it. There would be punishments like she couldn’t even imagine. Thoughts of suitable suffering made him hard again.

This time, when he had his hands on her, she was going to wish she were dead.





Chapter Thirty-Three


“The harbor master gave me a list of the ships scheduled for departure in the next two days that take passengers,” Harrington waved a parchment as he approached Henry and Morewether on the cobbled road outside the Port of London Authority.

Morewether nodded. “That seems as good a place as any to start.”

At over six hundred acres, the London docks were the busiest shipyards in the world. Of course, Henry knew this before they went down there to find Olivia and bring her home, but he had been in an unconquerable frame of mind then. Now, as he looked out over the vast forests of masts from the massive, heavily laden ships anchored in the river and the smaller ships lined up at the quays, he realized the magnitude of their undertaking. Finding one small woman who didn’t wish to be found among the scores of laborers, sailors, and watermen was a daunting task. Besides those men who spilled off the hundreds of ships to scatter like ants in the port, there were the porters and carters, clerks who hustled past, pen and book in hand, bawdy women and merchants selling every imaginable manner of goods.

Henry quashed the panic that rumbled underneath his determined veneer. They would have to immerse themselves in the deluge of humanity until she was found. There was nothing else to be done.

“Don’t fret,” Harrington told Henry. “We’ll do this systematically. We’ll find her.”

Morewether clapped him on the shoulder. “Starting with this list.” The two men stood to either side of Harrington and surveyed the column of neatly printed names of ships, their cargo and expected departure date.

Harrington offered his opinion first, and since his friend was a former Royal Naval officer, Henry let him take the lead. “I think we can forget the ships heading to the Baltics, so let’s cross off these four ships, which means we don’t have to go the Millwall Docks.”

Henry agreed. He couldn’t imagine Olivia boarding a ship to Finland or Russia no matter how desperate she found herself.

Harrington continued, “The same with the corn or timber merchants, so that eliminates the Surrey Commercial docks as well.”

“That’s good,” Morewether agreed. “Mark those two off.”

“All right.” Henry sighed. “That leaves four ships leaving today or tomorrow. That’s not so bad.”

“Where does it say the ships are bound for?” Morewether asked, trying to read the list as it flapped in the breeze.

Henry grasped the corner of the parchment. “Two are from the United States.” His voice rose with excitement. “One came with cotton, the other tobacco.”

“Right, and they’re both anchored at the Katherine docks.” Harrington folded the paper and stowed it in his coat pocket.

The gentlemen threaded through the crowds of seamen and carts loaded to capacity. Henry continued to watch the rabble as they moved, thinking, even though it was impossibly unrealistic, that he might see her. Once or twice he caught his breath when he saw blonde hair, but both times the lady in question couldn’t be his Olivia. Yelling for her was even more useless. The volume of voices hollering back and forth from ship to land or across the square was deafening. Henry heard English, Spanish, Portuguese and even Chinese. The mind boggled.

At Katherine Dock, the first of the two most promising ships was located. The Harmony sat heavy in the water. Her rigging and deck swarmed with sailors preparing to cast off at the evening tide. Once again, the gentlemen ceded the lead to the former lieutenant.

They were given permission to board. The captain, an older man of portly build and balding head, waited for them at the end of the gangplank. After they’d introduced themselves, using as many titles as the three of them possessed in an effort to intimidate, Henry gave the captain a description of Olivia in a voice much calmer than he felt. The captain was certain no one of that description had purchased passage on the Harmony.

“Are you absolutely certain?” Henry asked the same question for the third time. “My fiancée may not want to be found.”

“She’s also quite lovely, and I wouldn’t want to think you or one of your men thought of keeping her for yourselves,” Morewether said with as much ducal menace as he was able, which was quite a bit considering he towered over the older man.

Henry hadn’t thought of that possibility. Oh sweet son of Mary.

“This is my ship, Your Grace,” the captain said, but he sounded cowed, “and I’m quite certain of the people aboard her. However, you’re welcome to go to the cabins and check.”

Precious time was wasted on a door-to-door search of each passenger cabin. The captain had told the truth, and when the three men disembarked via the gangway, they were all certain Olivia was not on board.

“Martha’s Patriot must be the one,” Morewether said with a resigned but hopeful sigh.

“I sure as hell hope so because we wasted hours on The Harmony. Christ, she could be anywhere, on any of these damn ships.” Henry scrubbed his scalp with his fingertips.

Martha’s Patriot was not difficult to locate. She was an impressive, massive merchant ship with three masts and eighteen sails. And she was sailing for America that very night. Olivia had to be on that ship. Henry was absolutely certain about it.

He was even more certain when he saw the back of a lady on deck with long, blonde hair blowing in the breeze. “That’s her,” Henry yelled over the din of the crowd.

All three of them ignored the niceties and charged across on the gangplank to be met this time by a less-than-hospitable captain. The man in charge of the vessel was young and large and disreputable looking, with a diamond stud in each ear.

“Ho there.” The captain stepped in front of the plank, stopping their foray. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” He spoke with a languid Yankee accent that butchered the King’s English.

“I’m looking for my fiancée,” Henry told him. Olivia was here somewhere, and no man from the Colonies was going to stop him from getting to her. “I know she’s here.”

“What is it with you Brits that you can’t keep track of your women?” The captain had the audacity to laugh.

“What are you talking about?” Morewether stepped up next to Henry.

“There’s another one of you around here somewhere says he’s looking for his fiancée, too. Maybe they don’t teach us to count the same way at Harvard as they do here in Jolly Old England”—the cheeky man actually sneered when he said it—“but that makes four of you and, by my estimation, that means you jokers can’t keep your women under control.”

Harrington shook his head when Henry looked at him. Obviously he didn’t know what the Yankee captain was talking about either.

“There.” Morewether pointed across the expanse of the deck. Unbelievably Reginald stood at the opposite rail, talking to several sailors. Son of a bitch. Now Henry was positive they had the right ship.

As one, he and his friends launched an assault across the deck, only to be halted by a thick arm blocking their path. The arm was attached to the captain. His mocking grin was gone, replaced by stark irritation.

“Look here,” he began with severity, “I don’t take too kindly to you self-righteous limey bastards besieging my ship like you think you have a right.”

The Duke of Morewether did his usual routine, raising himself up to his full height and adopting the impenetrable air of superiority. “What is your name, Captain?”

“First of all,” the Yank started, stepping closer to the duke so they stood toe-to-toe, “I’m American. You have no authority over me, and before you get all puffed up and start making claims, I already have permission from the harbor master to sail at high tide. But just so you know it, and so your ridiculous version of the ensuing events which you tell your friends at your club later will have some ring of truth to it, I am Captain Nathanial Johnson and you’re aboard the American vessel, Martha’s Patriot.”

The captain’s announcement did nothing to halt Morewether’s indignant response. Henry was in no mood to kowtow to any upstart captain either, but mercifully Harrington was with them, and the voice of reason spoke louder than his and Morewether’s posturing.

“You’re correct. My apologies.” Harrington stuck out his hand. “Thomas Wallingham, Earl of Harrington. The puffy one is Christian Bellings, Duke of Morewether, and our harried groom here is Henry Cavendish, Marquess of Dalton. By way of explanation, the bastard across the deck there has treated Dalton’s fiancée, the bastard’s cousin, most egregiously, and Dalton here is going to rip his throat out. I can appreciate that you wouldn’t want that mess on your deck, and I’ll do my absolute best to restrain my friend here. Afterwards, with your permission of course, we’d like to search your ship for the lady.”

Captain Johnson laughed heartily at Harrington’s humor and candor; such was his friend’s gift. It was that exact reason he and Harrington had remained fast friends after the man stole away his first fiancée.

“Do what you must. However, I can assure you there are no ladies aboard this ship. We didn’t intend to take passengers on our return voyage.”

Captain Johnson had barely finished his sentence before Henry was careening across the deck with murderous intent. He wasn’t proud of the fact, but his first punch was a blindside to Reginald’s left temple. The man spun around and landed on his ass on the deck. The sailors backed away, wanting nothing to do with the crazed Englishman.

“Where is Olivia?” Henry roared.

Reginald scrambled to his feet even as he spoke. “You’ll never marry her. She’s mine, and I’ll never allow it.”

Henry wasn’t in the mood to argue semantics with the man. “Where is she?” he roared again, and his fist connected with Reginald’s midsection. A great burst of wind escaped Reginald as he double over. “I swear to God.” Henry didn’t make any attempt to control his temper. It felt cathartic to give the man a little of his own medicine. “I will kill you right here on this deck if you don’t tell me.”

The sadistic man smiled up at Henry before he used the rail of the deck to pull himself into an upright position. “She’s very pretty, isn’t she? She’s mine. She’s always known it. I’ve always been the heir to the Barony, and I’ve always had every intention of taking her to wife.”

“You bastard.”

This time Reginald blocked the blow Henry threw and countered with one of his own that landed squarely on Henry’s jaw. Reginald shrugged. “Maybe I’ll let you have a go at her once I’m bored.”

“I will rip off your leg and beat you to death with it. Tell me where she is.” Henry couldn’t control himself.

“You better kill me, because I’ll come for her.” Reginald’s threats worked possibly too well.

Henry had never known such rage. His fists flew without finesse. He wanted to cause as much pain and humiliation as possible, the way the sick animal had done to his Olivia. At some point, Morewether and Harrington pulled him off the unconscious man. Reginald lay prone on the deck, bleeding profusely, with a thick rope wrapped around his neck.

“I’ll bet that felt marvelous.” Morewether straightened Henry’s coat. “Wee problem, though. You pummeled the man a bit too effectively, I’m afraid, and now he can’t tell us where Miss Goldsleigh is.”

Shit. Henry nudged the man with the toe of his shoe. Reginald groaned, proving he wasn’t dead, but the man was down for the count nevertheless. “He’s not dead,” Henry stupidly noted.

“The man is such a divine example of human fertilizer I find it difficult to care.” Harrington stared down at the man. “However…” he turned to Captain Johnson, “…about the lady.”

Johnson stepped up. “I told you I don’t have any passengers—neither ladies or gentlemen.”

“I saw her,” Henry protested, preparing, definitely unwisely, to take on the captain if he refused them the opportunity to search for her.

“Fine, satisfy yourself.” Johnson made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “But I’m not missing the tide for you or anyone. If you’re not off this ship by then, well, you’ll be coming to America with us.”

The tide was coming in. It was obvious by the flurry of activity surrounding the quay as sailors cast off lines, and shouts aboard various ships called for sails. Martha’s Patriot had already pulled anchor, and the giant canvasses, billowed full of wind, had maneuvered it into the channel that would take it downriver and out to the North Sea. There was no turning back now.

Three heads emerged on the deck: two dark brown ones and one with curly fair hair.

Olivia blinked as she watched the ship she had decided against taking pull away for America with Henry aboard.

What in Hades?





Chapter Thirty-Four


Olivia banged furiously on the massive door. When he opened the door to the townhouse on Cavendish Square, she was certain the butler had never, ever made quite that face before. He recovered his surprise at seeing her alone, and the proper-butler mask fell right back into place.

“Miss Goldsleigh,” Siegfried said, and the door swung wide open. He lifted her knapsack off her shoulder when she stepped over the threshold. “The ladies are upstairs. I’ll send more tea.”

“If the situation calls for anything, it’s for something stronger than tea.” Olivia dashed up the stairs to the parlor. There were more voices in the room than she was expecting, and they were all talking at once. Olivia prayed mightily to any God who would listen that there weren’t visitors in there. She didn’t think she could handle acting normal, not even for one minute.

“Olivia!”

Olivia flinched. She didn’t know which Cavendish sister squealed her name. It could have been any of them or all of them. She was engulfed in an enveloping hug that involved multiple arms, voices overlapping in welcome.

“I knew they’d find you.”

“Oh, Olivia, we’re all so happy you’re back and safe at home.”

“They did it in record time, too.”

“Not exactly.” Her theory was cinched up tight, when she spied Lady Francesca and her friend in the Cavendish parlor. Oh good heavens, it really was all three of them on the Martha’s Patriot. “You all are going to curse the day you ever met me.”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Evelyn squeezed her hand.

“You haven’t heard the latest,” Olivia told the ladies, still breathless from the dash up the stairs. Looking from face to face and seeing benevolently expectant faces, she really hated to disappoint them all.

The parlor door banged open, and Warren careened into the room at a run, pausing long enough to locate his sister in the crowd. The way his arms hugged her tightly to his chest relieved her of any anxiety over whether he was angry at her for leaving him. “I’m really sorry, Warren.”

Warren kissed her cheek. “It doesn’t matter. Lord Dalton brought you home.”

“Not exactly, but I was coming back anyway.”

The tea tray appeared, carried into the parlor by Siegfried himself. “I brought the usual,” the butler told her dryly.

Evelyn tried to lead Olivia to the settee. “Sit and tell us. You’ll feel better after tea and confession.”

“There’s no time for tea or biscuits or anything,” Olivia protested, refusing the offered seat.

As if no one had even heard her, and certainly not the urgent tone of her voice, Lady Francesca poured the tea and Miss Anna delivered the cups. Cassandra followed with a plate of biscuits. Olivia refused the teacup but took four biscuits and shoved them in her pocket.

“Did you leave because Henry is such a toad?” Daphne settled herself on a cushion on the floor near Olivia since all the chairs were taken.

“No,” Olivia replied most vehemently.

Daphne clearly didn’t believe her, based on the dubious look she gave her.

“When Henry told us the story this morning, he sounded like a beast,” Helen told her with a serious nod. “If he sounded like a beast even by his telling, well he must have been a beast.”

“There’s no time for this! I promise to give you every wretched detail ad nauseam, but later.” Every woman in the room looked at her in confusion. She needed to move things along to the important matter at hand, namely the tide and that massive American vessel sailing away on it. “I couldn’t let Reginald hurt you.” Olivia gave Penelope an apologetic smile and took her friend’s teacup, placing it on a side table.

“And he didn’t,” Penny reminded them all. She rose from her seat when Olivia pulled at her arm.

“No, but the terror I felt when I thought he had…” Olivia swallowed hard at the memory. She snatched the cup and saucer from Daphne’s hands as well and tugged her to her feet. “No, I planned to do what the gentlemen thought I was going to do. I was going to buy passage on a ship to America.”

“Oh, Olivia.” Cassie’s look of sympathy changed to consternation when Olivia relieved her of her teacup and plate of biscuits.

“Even though Henry’s feelings for me have changed…” Olivia sighed, “…I couldn’t leave in the dark of night like that.” She added Vivienne’s teacup to the precarious pile on the side table.

“Oh, dear heart.” Lady Vivienne squeezed Olivia’s hand even while she towed her to her feet. “I think you underestimate my Henry.”

“I certainly hope so, but that seems like too much to presume.”

Anna resolutely held tight to her cup when Olivia approached.

“I’ll say that I am surprised the gentlemen didn’t stop in to brag on their rescuing proficiency.” Lady Evelyn settled back against the silk upholstery.

Olivia took a deep breath. She waved her hands in front of them and yelled, “The gentlemen aren’t here. They didn’t rescue me. In fact, they didn’t even see me.”

A roomful of eyes stared at her.

Lady Vivienne broke the silence first. “Where are they then?”

“Henry, His Grace, and Lord Harrington are all on a ship to America.”

Francesca stood from her chair, still in possession of her cup and saucer, and it clattered to the floor.

“Do tell,” Anna said with expectation.

Olivia made an effort to calm herself. She placed her palm over her chest and implored, “May I please explain in a carriage? There’s really no time to lose.”

As soon as Olivia’s meaning became clear, the remaining teacups rattled, and gasps filled the room. Lady Vivienne’s mouth opened and closed several times while she worked out what question she should ask first. Ten sets of eyes trained on Olivia, waiting for the punch line to her story.

“Sailing away?” Francesca’s voice wavered.

“Yes.”

The ladies looked from one to the other as if one of them had the secret to the puzzle.

“All three of them?” Cassandra clarified.

“Yes.”

“On a ship to America?” Francesca raised her voice.

Olivia nodded, trying desperately to convey urgency. There was silence and blinking while they all digested the new wrinkle.

“Oh heavens,” Lady Vivienne gasped.

There was another moment of shocked silence. Finally, Olivia shouted what she’d been trying to say all along. “We need to go fetch them before they’re in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.”

“How?” This came from several of the ladies.

Francesca suggested an idea that made Olivia want to weep with its simplicity. “Thomas has been teaching me to sail and he has a boat. It’s small and travels fast.”

“Excellent.” Olivia beamed at Francesca. “Let’s go.” She set about shepherding ladies towards the double doors.

Lady Vivienne issued an immediate protest. “You ladies can’t go rescue them. That’s insane.”

Francesca pointed out there were few alternatives, and that her husband was in possession of a fine sailing vessel. “I don’t know how you all feel, but I’d like to see my husband sooner than three months.” Francesca was a newlywed, after all, and Olivia suspected three months would be a long time indeed for a new bride and groom to be apart.

“If just the four of us go,” Olivia told the woman who, once upon a time, was to be her mother-in-law, “we’ll be faster. But we need to go now.”

“Four of you?” Vivienne looked about her.

“Yes, Penny, Lady Francesca, Miss Anna, and me.”

“I want to go!” Cassandra insisted, which set off a whole new round of chaos as other sisters demanded to go as well. Warren even gave Olivia a hopeful look, but she promptly quashed it with a shake of her head.

Aunt Evelyn rose to stand next to her sister. “Viv, let them. You can’t very well refuse Lady Harrington, Miss Anna, and Olivia anyway. Penny will be fine.” Vivienne started to protest, but Evelyn spoke over her, “You and I shall go to see Admiral Beasley and muster some assistance from the Navy. The admiral has always been partial to me. Perhaps he can be persuaded without too much fuss.”

The coachman made excellent time to the pier where Lord Harrington anchored his boat.

“I’ve never been on a sailboat before,” Penny volunteered nervously. “Of course, I’ve been on a boat, but not a sailboat I was to be expected to help keep afloat.”

“How long has your husband been teaching you to sail?” Olivia asked Lady Francesca.

“A little over a month now.”

“Oh, that long.” Olivia thought that sounded like a very short amount of time, actually.

Anna reached across the expanse of the carriage and patted her knee. “I’ve been onboard several times with the two of them. It seems quite easy.”

It turned out the “small boat” Lady Francesca had referred to was a twenty-eight-foot yacht with a mast at least as high as the boat was long. Its wood-and-brass fixtures gleamed in the afternoon sun. The Auburn Maiden was beautiful.

Olivia sincerely hoped they wouldn’t sink it.

Lady Francesca stepped aboard while Anna showed them how to untie from the dock, and before Olivia had time to reconsider the folly of the undertaking, they had cast off.

“First we hoist the mainsail,” Francesca instructed, and using hand gestures and excessive amounts of pointing and shouting, Olivia and Penny managed to pull on the correct ropes, and the giant white sail luffed in the stiff breeze. More directions, and the jib sail unfurled. “Tie the rope to the aft cleat. Aft is in the rear, Olivia. No the cleat, the cleat. The silver thingamabob over there.”

Penelope turned and took a wide stance to steady herself, then planted her hands on her hips and glared at Lady Francesca. “Are you going to yell at us the whole time because that is going to seriously lessen the amount of fun we’ll have during this rescue.”

“Really,” Olivia agreed, already a little sniffly from the earlier mainsail incident.

“I’m sorry,” Lady Francesca apologized. “It’s the oddest thing. Thomas and I had almost the exact same conversation when he brought me out for the first time. He was such a bully I almost swore off sailing altogether. It’s a good thing I didn’t, eh?”

Anna tied the rope to the cleat in question. “So no more yelling and we’ll all do our best, right, ladies?”

“Agreed,” they said in unison.

There was a quick lesson in terminology, and they all learned where starboard and port, forward and aft were.

“Now we point her into the wind,” Francesca explained.

They all pulled on ropes and tugged booms and adjusted the sheets. Olivia was pleasantly surprised when she looked up to find they were actually making progress in the water.

“Thomas is going to be so proud,” Francesca said with a wide grin. “He’s always positive I’m not paying attention.”

“It’s not like I didn’t warn you fellows.”

Henry was going to kill the American captain, and if he didn’t do it, the voice of reason, Harrington, was going to have a go at him. They had been far below decks searching for Olivia when they’d felt the ship leave the quay. By the time they emerged on deck in a dead run, the ship was swiftly moving down the channel.

“And don’t try that imperious ducal bullshit on me, Your Grace,” Captain Nathaniel Johnson told Morewether. He said the honorific with a sneer. “I don’t care one damn bit what you’re titled. You’re on my ship, and here I rank higher than all of you.”

“When we get off this ship,” Morewether threatened, “my title will guarantee you’ll never get a berth in London again.”

Johnson shrugged. “On my ship, the ranking goes me, my first mate, various drunken sailors, the blighter who scrubs the head, some bilge rats, and then the three of you.”

Henry restrained Morewether’s arm. He had to damn near hang on the thing before his friend relaxed and laughed off the American’s offending remark. As much as Henry wanted to do physical harm to the man, they needed his cooperation.

“I have to get off this ship,” Henry insisted again. “I’ll pay you handsomely to turn around.”

“I get paid quite handsomely for getting my cargo to Boston on time, thank you very much. I get paid even better when I come in early.” Johnson leaned his back against the rail and pulled on his pipe. It didn’t appear he was even remotely threatened by the three of them.

God dammit.

“Of course,” Morewether reminded Henry, “with her cousin unconscious on board, he certainly won’t be any threat to Miss Goldsleigh or your family.”

That was small consolation.

“Seriously, fellows, if I don’t get back to London by dinner…” Harrington turned at the wheel and strode back to the rail, “…Francesca is going to kill me.”

“She might kill you.” Morewether nodded at his brother-in-law. “She’s a mean woman.”

“She’s not mean.” Henry was going to nail Harrington’s boots to the deck if he didn’t stop the infernal pacing. “But she does carry your balls in her reticule.”

“You’re just jealous because you’d hand Miss Goldsleigh your balls for safe keeping and be happy about it, except she’s Not. On. This. Bloody. Boat.” Harrington at last stopped his pacing. That was something.

“Both of you shut up. You’re equally pathetic,” Morewether thundered. “As the lone man among you in control of his own prick, I’ll have you know I have an assignation with a certain lady I’ve been working on for some time, and I’m going to be very disagreeable if I miss this appointment.”

Captain Johnson laughed until his eyes watered. “I told you there were no passengers.”

“I’m positive I saw her,” Henry insisted.

“Harvey,” Johnson yelled up the mast.

“Aye, Captain?” a sailor yelled back, the voice nearly lost in the wind.

“Come down.” Johnson eyed the three of them with a mirthful sparkle. From high up in the crow’s nest, a man began his descent. He slithered down the series of ropes and ladder rungs with the skill of a monkey. He jumped the last five feet, landing smartly near the captain. Harvey was quite small of stature. Most telling, however, was his waist-length blond hair. “Was this what you saw?”

Henry heard snickers from behind him. He whirled around and eyed his friends with murderous intent. “I dare you to say one word.”

Morewether turned to Harrington. “I don’t know, Harvey’s kind of fetching, don’t you think?”

Harrington held up his hands in surrender but couldn’t disguise his amusement.

“You stup—” Henry started in on the duke.

“I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to him.” Morewether indicated Harrington, who guffawed in response.

Henry shot his friends a quelling look then turned back to the captain. “If you’ll turn around now, you’ll still be able to ride the tide back out.” He hated that it sounded like he was begging.

He was begging.

If Olivia wasn’t on this ship, she was on one of the others. If they got back now, they might not be too late. If he didn’t find her before she boarded some anonymous ship, he’d never see her again. Damn it. This was all his fault. If he had the opportunity to do it over, like when they were kids and they didn’t like how a game ended, he’d have forgotten how angry he had been and he would have held her instead.

“I’ll not turn around. But there is one thing I can offer you.” The captain said it in an off-handed way, as if he didn’t expect them to like what he suggested.

Henry was game. “Yes, whatever it is, yes.” Even Morewether and Harrington stopped bickering and making fun of him long enough to listen.

Johnson signaled with the stem of his pipe. “There’s a dingy. She’s small but water tight and has a good sail. If any of you has any skill, you could be back in London by nightfall.”

“Sold.” Harrington the sailor headed for the ropes that would lower the vessel into the water.

“You have got to be bloody kidding me.” Morewether looked at the small boat in horror.

Henry made a face. He wasn’t any more excited about flopping around in the water in the tiny boat either, but getting home was paramount. “Come on, Morewether. How badly does your prick want to make its appointment?”

“It’s either that or we’ll land in Boston in forty-five days, if we keep the wind and don’t hit any bad weather.” The bowl of his pipe lit bright red as Johnson drew on the stem.

“Get in the boat, Christian. Dalton and I are leaving, with or without you.” Harrington’s tone did not sound as if he was willing to wait for his friend to make up his mind.

“Fine. I’m going to be so irked if I drown.”

“What about this other one?” Johnson pointed at Reginald.

“He’s yours in trade for the boat. Sell him, trade him, drown him,” Henry told the captain. “Whatever you want.”

Johnson poked Reginald with his toe. “You are definitely getting the better end of this deal.”

Reginald groaned and tried to sit up. Henry shoved him back with a vicious thrust from his boot. “You come back to England, I guarantee you’ll hang for the solicitor.”

The coward quailed and didn’t try to regain his feet.

The boat was water tight and the sail was good. The American hadn’t lied about that, but it seemed ridiculously small next to the behemoth, Mary’s Patriot.

“Good luck, gentlemen.” The American saluted over the rail as the ship pulled away in the waves. “Until we meet again.”

Henry was positive he heard the captain laughing.

“He better fucking hope not,” Morewether growled.

Harrington was preoccupied raising the sail while Henry directed the tiller towards home.

“If you’re going to row,” the earl told Morewether, “then use both oars at the same time.”

“I know how to row a boat, Thomas.”

“No, you know how to spin in circles. When’s the last time you rowed a boat?” Henry suspected the last time Morewether was in a rowboat was to get a lady alone in the middle of a lake and little to no rowing skill was involved.

Morewether stood, causing the vessel to rock perilously. “All right, you know so much, you row the fucking boat!”

Henry grasped both sides of the dingy. “Sit down, you idiot.”

“No.” Morewether walked to the aft where Henry steered. “We’re switching. This is your fault, and I don’t want to row anymore.”

“You’re acting like a child.”

“Move.” Morewether stood with both hands on his hips and stared down at Henry.

Henry heard the yell from Harrington, “Watch out! Here comes the boom!”





Chapter Thirty-Five


Anna perched as high as she could get and used a spyglass to watch the ocean.

“There’s something over there.” Anna pointed to the right. “Starboard I mean. I keep seeing a small sail between the waves.”

Francesca gave directions that turned the yacht and headed it on a course to intercept what Anna saw. Olivia scrambled up to sit next to Anna and took a turn with the spyglass. She concentrated on the section of ocean Anna indicated. Sure enough, a white triangle appeared then disappeared, appeared then disappeared with the waves. It didn’t take long for the Auburn Maiden to sail close enough that Olivia could make out distinguishing features.

“There are three people on board,” she announced with rising excitement. “I think it’s them.”

The people from the dingy saw the Maiden and began signaling them with flapping, waving arms.

“It’s three men,” Olivia called out. “Oh, thank God in heaven, it is them!”

A loud whoop erupted from the deck of their yacht, and the ladies danced around a bit, congratulating each other on a job well done. Francesca hollered directions over the wind to bring them alongside the dingy.

Olivia glanced about her as the ladies trimmed sails and other boaty things. Not one of them looked as if they’d fit in at a ball later that evening. They had broad grins on their faces.

The Auburn Maiden pulled up to the dingy and three gentlemen standing with their mouths agape. Henry was unbearably gorgeous with his jacket and cravat off, his shirt undone at the neck, his wheat-blond hair ruffled in the breeze.

“Ahoy,” Francesca called out. “That’s what you say, right?”

“What are you doing?” Harrington demanded of his wife.

“We’re rescuing you,” Francesca replied with a huge smile.

Olivia, Penny and Anna crowded around her at the rail of the yacht.

“Who’s skippering my yacht?” Harrington asked, searching behind them, undoubtedly for a seasoned sailor.

“She is,” Anna pointed to Francesca.

Harrington’s gaze narrowed at his wife. “You don’t know how to sail.”

“Obviously I do.” Francesca narrowed her gaze to match her husband’s. “We’ve managed just fine.”

“I can’t believe you stole my boat,” her husband yelled.

“Look.” Francesca pointed to her husband, the others from both boats afraid to interrupt. “Do you want a ride, or do you want me and my crew to turn this boat about and go home?”

“No!” Henry tore his gaze from Olivia’s and focused on Harrington. “We want a ride. Apologize to your wife.”

Harrington tossed a rope, and Anna tied it off to the stern with a perfectly serviceable buntline hitch. Morewether was the first to climb aboard, soaked to the bone and shivering.

“Your Grace.” Olivia took his freezing-cold hand. “What happened to you?”

“They threw me in because I wouldn’t row.” He sounded like a petulant child.

“What?” the four women said in unison. Anna and Penelope took him to the leeward side of the yacht and wrapped him in a blanket from below.

“We didn’t throw him in. He wasn’t paying attention and the boom got him,” Harrington said as he made his way on to his boat. Francesca had been very clear about the dangers of the boom. “Come here, pirate wife.”

Olivia looked away while Harrington apologized to his beloved.

Henry was the last to come aboard. Olivia was afraid to meet his eyes. There were so many things he could say, and each and every one of them would be fair.

“Olivia.” The rumble of his voice slid over her like a warm blanket.

“I’m so sorry, Henry.” So sorry. Where was she to begin?

“I was certain you were on a ship bound for America.”

Olivia longed to hold him, to smooth his tousled hair, to kiss his chapped lips. “I meant to be, but I couldn’t go. I’d made a huge mistake already, and I realized I couldn’t compound it with another, even bigger one.” She couldn’t let Reginald win, and for all intents and purposes, he would win if she sacrificed everything for her cousin’s sick whims. She’d not boarded that ship because she loved Henry. It was a love worth fighting for, and she wasn’t giving it up without a hell of a battle.

“I thought I’d never see you again.” His eyes darkened to match the deep blue of the ocean.

“I was standing on the dock watching the ship I didn’t board sail out to sea.” Olivia paused when Henry took her hand, his warmth radiating up her arm. “I didn’t know what to do when I saw you sail away.”

Henry chuckled, and her breath hitched when the sound triggered an even more visceral erotic reaction.

“Yes, we were quite surprised.”

“I’m so sorry, Henry, for everything.”

“Stop apologizing.”

Before Olivia could apologize for always apologizing, his head dipped and he kissed her. His lips moved over hers, slowly yet demanding, as if he had all the time in the world to explore her mouth. Her lips parted, and she gave herself to him as she’d done before. The breeze drifted away, as did the smell of the ocean. Everything was Henry: his scent, his taste, the feel of his hands holding her tight against his chest. How could she have ever considered for one moment that she could have lived without this? She was overwhelmed with feelings of love for this man who’d torn out of his comfortable, scandal-free home and jumped on a ship to America in every effort to bring her home.

Home.

Finally, Henry pulled back from the kiss, but his arms stayed wrapped tight around her. Olivia felt safe and cherished and something else. Was it loved?

“I was so afraid I’d never see you again,” Henry whispered into her hair. “Don’t ever do that to me. Please.”

It was the please that was her undoing. “Henry, I’m so sorry. Sorry I didn’t tell you everything straightaway. Sorry I put your family in danger. Sorry I didn’t trust that you would protect me even after you vowed to do so.”

He kissed her, probably to silence her babbling. It worked. When they came up for air, Olivia was too dazed to speak.

“Dearest heart, it is I who should apologize. You’ve worked so hard taking care of yourself and your brother, of course you thought to continue doing so. I should have seen Reginald promised more danger than you let on. You didn’t need a fiancé, you needed a champion, and I failed to be that for you.”

“No.” She made to protest but he kissed her once more.

“But don’t ever think to sacrifice yourself for us ever again. You take on too much.” He held her face in his capable hands, his gaze intent on hers. “It isn’t your fault your mother and father died. It certainly isn’t your fault you were targeted by a madman. It’s not your responsibility to shoulder the world’s burdens.”

“I am not your responsibility either.”

“Except I want that responsibility more than anything. I want to keep you safe for the rest of your life.”

Olivia bit her lip and blinked furiously. He did? He did. She believed him, but nothing was ever as easy and uncomplicated as everyone wanted it to be. “But there’s still the problem with my cousin. He’s not going to just go away.

“He’s gone,” Henry said with a smile that made his beautiful face breathtaking. “He won’t come back.”

Gone? “What do you mean gone?”

“We traded him to the American captain for the dingy.” His laughing eyes told her he spoke the truth. He must have read the real concern she couldn’t keep from him. “He’s gone, Olivia. He killed your father’s solicitor, thinking he could keep you from getting your inheritance. If he ever comes home, he’ll hang. You’re free, and you’ll have enough money to choose the life you want.” When she didn’t speak—solely because she couldn’t form the words without her voice cracking—he rushed to fill the silence.

“I never proposed to you. I was arrogant enough to think you’d want to be my wife simply because I said so, that I offered you immediate protection in an emergency, but I know now that wasn’t enough. You are more than capable of making your own decisions.” Dalton took a deep breath and then bent to one knee on the wet teakwood deck of the yacht. She gasped, covering her mouth with one hand. “Miss Olivia Goldsleigh, I love you. I want to always know you are safe in my—our—home. Please choose a life with me. Say that you’ll consent to being my bride.”

There were more gasps and chuckles, and for the first time since Henry had stepped onto the deck, Olivia remembered there were more people present than just the two of them.

Penelope openly cried, and Lady Francesca clung to her husband as if remembering a similar scene of their own. Anna and Morewether both wore happy grins.

“For the love of Mike,” Morewether called out, “answer the man before he has an apoplexy.”

“Oh,” she said stupidly. She pulled Henry to his feet with a gentle tug to his waistcoat. “Yes! I love you, too, Henry.”

This kiss was epic.

“Just so you know, when I’m a marchioness, I can’t be running off to rescue you like this all the time.”

Somewhere in the hazy background she heard Morewether say, “Don’t they look like two golden deities standing together in all their blinding blondness?”

“Well, I will say one thing for sure,” Harrington noted with a chuckle, “she’s definitely better looking than Harvey.”





Epilogue


“Henry!” Olivia smoothed down her skirt. Again.

“Look,” her husband said with obvious delight. “There’s a traffic jam. Oh my dear, we’re going to be stuck here for hours.” He pulled shut the blind over the carriage window with a wicked grin.

“I hope not.” Olivia peeked out the opposite window, and sure enough she could see nothing ahead of them but dozens of stopped carriages, wagons and milling crowds. “The regatta starts in less than an hour, and it won’t do for the chairwoman sponsoring the event to miss it.”

Henry reached over her and drew down that blind as well. Now, he loomed over her with a wolfish smile. “The things I can do to you in an hour. It boggles the mind.”

“Henry.” She tried for a warning tone, but it didn’t seem to come out right. It was hard to hold on to decorum when he did that thing with his tongue on her neck. “This afternoon is very important to the Foundation.”

“Don’t worry. My sisters are already down there helping with the refreshments. They’ll make a nice representation.”

She moaned and rolled her head back against the plush padded seats.

“Lady Harrington and Miss Anna are there, too,” he added.

“They hardly count.” She speared her fingers through his hair while he unbuttoned her blouse, kissing and licking each inch of exposed skin. “Francesca is racing in the regatta.”

Her blouse lay wide open, and his mouth was too busy with her breasts to comment on the unlikelihood of a countess racing in a charity regatta on the Thames. It was the first society function to benefit her new charity, The Foundation for Women on Their Own. Olivia was so thankful for the unfailing participation and support from her friends and sisters. Since she’d invested her entire inheritance into the idea, they’d all jumped to get the organization on its feet.

Henry knelt on the floor between her legs and wrapped his arms around her buttocks to yank her to the edge of the bench seat. The position fitted them together to perfection. Olivia wondered if he’d considered that beforehand or if it was a happy coincidence. With Henry, things such as that were rarely happy coincidences. Like the flowers she’d found growing under their tree in the secret garden the last time he’d lured her underneath.

He ravished her mouth while he raised her skirts and found she’d failed to wear drawers under chemise. His sexy chuckle at the discovery aroused her further.

“I say, the marchioness isn’t wearing pantalets.” His fingers strayed to brush against her most sensitive skin.

“Every time we get in a carriage, they somehow end up torn.” Olivia’s hips moved of their own volition. “I will begger you by the end of the year with buying new linen if that keeps up.”

Henry rubbed the front of his trousers against her and moaned at their combined friction. “Perhaps it would solve a great many problems if I simply forbid you from purchasing new drawers.”

“You can try,” Olivia teased. “But your sisters have shown me the joys of shopping.” She managed to undo the five buttons of his waistcoat and yank his shirt out of his waistband. He hissed his pleasure when her hands slid across his skin and down the back of his trousers to grip his rear end.

He nipped the tendon of her neck before he pulled back and gazed at her seriously for a moment. “Have I told you how proud I am of you and your Foundation?”

“Yes, but you can say it again.” She kissed him and nibbled his bottom lip.

“I am. You’re a remarkable woman, buttercup.”

“I love you, Henry.”

“I love you.” He went back to the task of showing her how much.

“You know what I wish though,” she asked, and started in on the buttons of his trousers.

“Hmmmm?” Once again, his mouth was too busy for anything but murmured syllables.

“That just once we could arrive somewhere without being rumpled.” She eased her hand down the front of his trousers and smiled when she found what she was looking for.

“Not bloody likely.” His sentiment ended in a groan of pleasure as he slid home.
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Lady Belling’s Secret

Chapter One

“Thomas? Is that really you?”

In fact, it was. Thomas had not yet cleared his solicitor’s office doorway before the stunning redhead nearly launched herself at him from across the well-appointed lobby.

“You are addressing the Earl of Harrington, miss.” The solicitor was a stuffy blowhard, as all good solicitors surely must be.

“I know exactly who he is,” the redhead declared. She beamed at him from less than an arm’s length away.

Thomas opened his mouth to say he was sorry he couldn’t say the same for her, though he would be more than pleased to make her acquaintance, when her identity struck him like a lightning bolt. “Frankie? Oh my God.”

“How long have you been back?” She smiled at him, all teeth and perfect lips. Thomas suspected it was her glorious smile that reminded him who she was. Once he knew it was her, he was flabbergasted that he hadn’t recognized her instantly, but it had been five years—five years which had treated her extraordinarily well. “Don’t tell me you’ve been back in London for days and didn’t come home because of what happened.” She took a step back and her excitement paled.

“Of course not. I docked last night. I was going to come to the house today.” He ran a hand through his hair and made an effort not to ogle.

“I certainly hope so, because if Mama found out you had arrived in town without coming to see her, she’d flay you.” She reached out a long-fingered hand and touched his coat sleeve. Her grin had faded not one bit. She was beautiful. She’d always been a pretty girl, but now she was a lovely, lovely woman.

A little blonde stepped up next to Frankie with her hand extended. “Good to see you home safely, Thomas.”

“Miss Sinclair! This is such a surprise. I surely hadn’t expected such a greeting at my solicitor’s this early in the morning.”

 “I just can’t believe you’re home,” Frankie repeated, shaking her head.

“Yes, yes, he’s home indeed.” The impatient voice of the solicitor broke through the happy reunion. “I have a very busy day, Miss Sinclair. I don’t have time to dawdle between appointments.”

Thomas had forgotten what a spitfire Frankie’s friend was until she turned and gave Mr. Berger a look. “Certainly, sir, I’ll be with you in a moment. Frankie, you needn’t stay with me. I can take care of what I need to without you.”

“Are you certain?” Frankie asked, hope filling her voice.

“Absolutely. If you’re here with me, you’ll drive me crazy fidgeting and wishing you were elsewhere. You visit with Thomas. I’ll find you later.”

Thomas knew his grin was enormous. “Superb. You’re the one who can help me with my next errand.”

“Are you sure you want me?” Francesca asked. Her eyes filled with hope.

“Will you be able to control yourself in my carriage?” He grinned at her, pleased that his jest was taken in the spirit it was intended when she flashed her toothy smile back at him.

“Miss Sinclair? I really do have a very busy day.” Mr. Berger made a grand, sweeping gesture towards his office.

Frankie kissed her friend on the cheek. “Thank you. I’ll see you at home later.” She linked her arm through Thomas’s, and he swung her out the door.

“I was so sorry to hear about your brother,” Frankie told him and squeezed his arm. Thomas raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, I wasn’t sorry exactly, but that’s not a very nice thing to say. When I noted that the accident couldn’t have happened to nicer people, Mama lectured me for over an hour.”

Thomas grasped her about the waist—a tiny waist, he duly noted—and set her up in his high phaeton. He snapped the reins, and they were off, gamboling down Chancery Lane headed for St James Square. Silence stretched for a few long moments while Thomas navigated the carriage through the busy morning traffic. Most of ton society would still be in bed for hours yet, but the working class of London was busy going about their business.

He glanced at Francesca’s face and could almost see the wheels spinning in her head while he suspected she was weighing her options of what to say next. Of course, he could ease her mind and tell her that all was forgiven, that he never thought of the incident anymore, but that would be a lie.

“So what is this errand?” Apparently, she wasn’t prepared to dive into murkier waters yet. That was fine. Thomas had time.

“It’s about the house.” He turned the horses onto Upper Brooks Street. His home loomed at the end of the block, a giant white-and-gray stone building. It hunkered there, regal and important, as if it had a more strenuous job than holding down the dirt. “I can’t very well have it torn down, even though it is a monument to my father’s desperation for status.”

Frankie turned on the seat and gazed at him in shock. “You can’t really mean you want to tear it down? I understand your feelings, but it’s a beautiful house regardless.”

He slowed the horses as he approached the front. Already a lad from the stables waited at the walk for his return. Thomas took in the façade and tried to appraise it with an unjaded eye. From an architectural standpoint it was a beautiful building. His mother and father would have demanded no less from their London residence. But, unlike his parents, Thomas had no love for the bricks and stone that made up the three stories of Wallingham House.

“I think I understand how you feel.” Frankie’s tone was soft and quiet, soothing. “But it’s your house now. You can do anything you want with it. It would be a shame, though, to let him win. Wouldn’t it?”

Thomas pulled his eyes from the second-story corner window that had been his when he stayed there and turned to the lady on the seat next to him. Her eyes were such a vivid shade of kelly green they mesmerized him for a moment until she blinked and he pulled himself out of his reverie. He hopped down from the carriage and extended his hand to her. “I guess it would.” He smiled at her, and the concern in her eyes lessened.

“So how can I help?”

“If it’s not to be demolished, then I need to make it mine.”

Frankie brightened. “Oh. Can I help redecorate?”

His butler swung open the massive oak door, revealing the foyer and the first of the sculptures and paintings which had been his mother’s obsession. Thomas followed Frankie down the hall, staying close behind her as she surveyed each objet d’art. Her scent, a beguiling combination of rosemary and lemon, lingered behind her, urging him to press his nose to her hair.

“You know, I think I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been here,” Frankie told him, “which is funny considering the amount of time you spent in ours.”

“Even after I left?” He slipped a hand to the small of her back, a gesture which should have been entirely innocent yet felt anything but. He could feel the flex of her hips and spine as she continued her stroll, and the intimacy of that sensation warmed him.

“Especially after you left.” She turned to face him, and Thomas had to step back in order to avoid her breast grazing his arm. What a shame, really, since at this very moment he had a great deal of curiosity about Frankie’s breasts. “There was no way Mama was going to support your mother socially after that, and I quite agreed with her.”

“Your mother never said anything in her letters.” The duchess’s letters had been few and far between, but still as frequent as one would have expected considering there was a war and he was at sea much of the time.

“Well, she wouldn’t have, would she?”

No she wouldn’t. The duchess had been his most stalwart protector. Thomas had long known where the Belling family’s loyalties lay. Even after leaving on a bad note, he’d still believed that he would be welcomed back into that family upon his return. That knowledge was what had kept him sane when the cannonballs were flying. If he’d not had them… Thomas shuddered. There would have been nothing to live for.

“What should I do with all this…” Thomas waved his hand in a sweeping gesture, encompassing all the nonsense his mother amassed, “…stuff?”

“Is the whole house like this?”

“Indeed.” He steered her into the front parlor where there was no shortage of useless items for her to assess, then he turned to the patiently waiting butler. “Masters, have someone bring tea and something to eat. I’m starving.”

“Right away, my lord.” His man turned on his heel with a nod. Masters and the rest of the household staff may have been the finest part of his inheritance.

“Actually, I quite like this piece.” Frankie stood in a shaft of light, her back to him and the doorway. She tilted her head to the side as if to change the light on the watercolor landscape in front of her. A long tendril of auburn hair escaped the knot at the back of her head and, as Thomas watched, fascinated, it slowly slipped around the nape of her neck then curled along her collarbone. She turned her head and smiled at him. “Are you dead set on ridding the house of everything?”

Thomas blinked. “I’ll leave that up to you, I think.”

She nodded in confirmation. “I like this one. You should keep it.”

Together, they perched on the god-awful furniture, drank tea and nibbled on biscuits and pastries, and studiously avoided all the important topics of conversation that would have to be tackled eventually. Frankie asked after his war experiences, and Thomas provided bland details, told her he was never in danger. The looks of both concern and, after, relief warmed him as much as the scant contact they’d had earlier. It made the lie worth it.

Francesca laid her tea cup on the table. “I can’t say I’m sorry your family is gone. Perhaps that sentiment will award me a seat in hell, but their passing brought you home safe to us.” Frankie paused then continued barely over a whisper. “Mama fretted so. I fretted.”

“It was never my intention to make you worry, you know. There were many reasons I left.”

Frankie’s lips spread in a wan smile. “I know.” She shook her head. “You must be feeling quite overwhelmed with all you have to take over.”

She didn’t know the half of it. Between the houses, the estates, and investments, not to mention his brother’s gambling markers… “I would say that I’m a bit at sea with the whole thing, but the irony would be too much. Since they were buried before I returned, that’s one less thing for me to make a decision on. Of course Father never expected me to have any of this, such as it is. Fortunately, his secretary is competent, so I’ll figure it all out eventually.”

She reached across the space and laid her hand on his forearm. “I am absolutely certain that is true. Of course, Christian will help any way he’s able.”

Thomas had been able to count on his best friend, Frankie’s brother, for anything. “I have plans.” Granted, they had been thinly sketched, but he did have plans, and they seemed to be coming together better than he’d ever imagined.

“You know, Christian is going to be absolutely fierce when he finds out I saw you first.” Her smile took on a decidedly impish glee. “I can’t wait.”

Thomas was excited about seeing Christian and the duchess, too. But not right now. He was as surprised as anyone would be that he didn’t want to share his time with anyone but Frankie.

“Do you want to see the rest of the house?” He extended a hand to her, and she slipped her fingers into his palm. She rose from the settee with fluid poise. Francesca had been a tall girl, gangly and often awkward. No longer. Coltish gawkiness had dissolved into lithe, willowy grace.

He led her from room to room, floor to floor. Frankie schooled him in the latest styles and fashions in interior decorating. Thomas didn’t care one single bit about moldings and wallpaper and the vast differences between chintz and silk, or stripes versus floral prints. What he did care about, and what kept him absolutely riveted to the conversation, was the exhilarating, unsettled feeling that had grown in his belly and steadily moved down to his groin as they walked the floors of his parents’ home. Like a seventeen-year-old boy, he found himself scheming as they moved along, trying to maneuver himself in position to come into physical contact with her.

“I think this room would be very interesting with an Egyptian theme. What do you think?” she asked him. Before he could process the question, she was already describing the scene as she saw it, the furniture, upholstery and bric-a-brac.

“Sure,” Thomas replied, certain that whatever harebrained scheme she came up with in regards to his home would still be a far sight better than the dry mausoleum his mother had assembled.

“Do I have a budget?” she wondered as they headed up the stairs to the family apartments.

“I hardly think it prudent to give you free rein,” he said, recalling some of the epic battles the childhood Frankie had waged with her father over her allowance. “Be reasonable is all I ask.”

At the landing, Thomas turned them to the right and into the bedrooms he and his brother used as children. Should it bother him that nothing in these rooms meant anything to him? In fact, with the exception of the window and the massive tree outside whose limbs facilitated countless nighttime escapes, nothing seemed familiar enough to claim as his own.

Frankie wandered about the rooms, silent and suddenly pensive, as if the excitement had leached out of her. Her fingers slid across the top of a bureau then across the smooth counterpane on the bed as she took in the contents of the room.

“What do you want to do with these rooms?” she asked, her tone so gentle it unnerved him.

“Gut them. Take everything out. All the family rooms.”

“Oh, Thomas, I’m so sorry.” She walked swiftly across the carpet towards him. “For everything.”

“This wasn’t your fault.”

“Still, I’m sorry your father was such a bastard and your mother was so cold. I’m sorry your brother was rotten.” Tears filled her eyes, making them impossibly green and shimmery. She choked on a sob. “But mostly, I’m so sorry about what I did. I’m so sorry I made you leave. Will you ever forgive me?” Frankie flung herself, sobbing, in his arms.

For the first time ever, Thomas didn’t feel completely alone in his house.
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