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CHAPTER ONE
London, May, 1813...
“When will I see you again?”
Michael Wainwright, Viscount Henley, straightened his trousers and stepped away from his paramour. As sounds of gaiety drifted from the crowded ballroom, he stared at her, struggling to remember her name.
What was it? Mary? Marie?
“Will you be at the Belmont’s supper tomorrow night?” he inquired.
“Yes.”
“Perhaps we can sneak off for a bit.”
“I’d be delighted if we could,” she gushed.
She was practically quivering with glee, assuming she’d won his favor, so it was probably time to find a new lover.
With his title and dark good looks, it was never difficult to attract a female, but they all thought they would be the one to tie him down, to geld him with bonds he didn’t intend to form. As a bachelor who’d been shoved onto the unwelcome road to matrimony, he had loose women throwing themselves at him wherever he went, but he simply wasn’t partial to monogamy or fidelity.
Yet, he never declined their offers. He was only human after all.
After serving in the army for over a decade, he was bored out of his mind and trying to fill his days with activity. Unfortunately, he leaned toward debauchery when he ought to be exercising restraint.
His peccadilloes were being bandied at every club in town, and while families were keen for a union with his own, money had recently become an issue. He’d hate to have the wealthiest girl cry off due to rumors that were most likely true.
He nodded to the door. “Why don’t you go out first?”
She rose on tiptoe and brushed a kiss across his mouth.
“I’ll think of you every second until tomorrow night,” she vowed.
He flashed a look—that might have indicated anything—but she took it to be smoldering passion. She hurried over and peeked into the hall, and as she flitted off to rejoin the party, he breathed a sigh of relief.
He dawdled to ensure that she was gone, then he proceeded to the other wing of the house, and to the meeting ordered by his father, Alfred Wainwright, the Duke of Clarendon. Nearly an hour had passed since he’d been summoned by the exalted ass, and although Michael made it a habit to annoy him as much as possible, the Duke couldn’t be ignored forever.
Michael skirted the festivities in the ballroom, content to walk by relatively unnoticed. The cream of London society was present, and he was in no mood to chat.
Couples twirled by, laughing as the orchestra played a fast waltz. Jewels glittered under the chandeliers. The women’s expensive dresses swished in time to the intoxicating rhythm, but Michael couldn’t bring himself to share in the revelry.
With the death of his older brother, John, Michael had become his father’s heir. The calamity had forced him to resign his military commission and return to London, but the position brought a duty and obligation he’d never coveted. Previously, he’d often bragged that he wasn’t his brother, and he’d tormented John over the fact that John had had to study and train and behave while Michael had had to do very little at all.
John had been a carefree, happy, and mischievous boy who’d grown to be a dissipated, cynical man, but as a child, Michael had worshipped and emulated his brother. He’d loved John, and he felt it uncouth to be entertaining so lavishly. He didn’t like having so many people in their home, didn’t like them guzzling the liquor and gobbling the food, but the Duke had decreed that the party would go forward, so go forward it had.
Of course John had been deceased for six months, so it wasn’t as if tragedy had struck the prior afternoon. But still, Michael didn’t comprehend why they couldn’t have waited a tad longer to carry on as they always had.
He entered the library and shut the door, and as he glanced around the ostentatious, masculine room, he saw that the Duke had already arrived. He was lounged on a sofa by the fire and was sipping a brandy, and his scowl signified that Michael had been too slow in scurrying to his side.
Michael was thirty years old, a viscount in his own right and would one day be a duke, yet his father treated him like a servant.
“Where have you been?” the Duke queried, dispensing with any greeting.
“Where would you suppose?”
“And fornicating with a harlot is more important than attending to your father?”
“Yes, and much more pleasant, too.”
With the Duke’s latest fiscal revelation, they were constantly at odds, and they seemed on the verge of another argument, but evidently, the Duke was exhausted by their fighting. He bit down a retort and visibly reined in his notorious temper.
At age fifty-two, the Duke was a cunning and sly man, with a full head of white hair and sharp blue eyes that hadn’t lost their ability to intimidate. If there were any limits to his influence or authority, he hadn’t recognized them. He told others to jump, and they asked how high.
He was a despot and bully who’d driven four wives to early graves, and he ran his homes and estates like a dictator. Those around him were the walking wounded, staggering after him, weathering his petty rages and absurd demands.
Michael had joined the army specifically to escape the Duke’s machinations, and he had no idea why he tolerated the obnoxious tyrant, but the Duke’s pull was strong. Michael had tried but had never been able to completely sever the ties that bound them.
“What have you learned?” the Duke asked, moving on to the true reason for their meeting.
“Nothing good I’m afraid.”
“Will she give us the boy?”
“No. She’s refused again.”
“The mother or the aunt?”
“The aunt,” Michael said.
“The insulting jade!” The Duke stood and started to pace. “Who the hell does she think she is? I’ll see her ruined for this! Ruined, I tell you.”
Michael poured his own brandy and flopped down in a chair, eager to stay out of the line of fire as the Duke ranted.
Apparently, John had sired an illegitimate child, and he’d kept the secret for almost a decade. Though he and Michael had had a cordial and close relationship, Michael hadn’t had an inkling of the scandal until the morning John’s will was read. The news had certainly been a fascinating surprise.
On discovering how much money John had bequeathed to the little devil, Michael had wondered if the Duke would suffer an apoplexy.
The Duke had decided to bring the boy—eight-year-old Thomas—to live with the Wainwrights, but he was stymied by the frustrating reality that they hadn’t yet made contact with the mother. The aunt kept responding on the mother’s behalf, and she had no intention of relinquishing custody.
“Why do you suppose,” the Duke inquired, “that it’s the aunt who replies to your correspondence—rather than the lad’s mother?”
“Perhaps the mother can’t read or write.”
“Perhaps,” the Duke mused.
The door opened, and Michael’s sister, Anne, slipped in.
She was a beauty, with Michael’s same black hair and the Wainwright blue eyes. But at age twenty-five, she was still a spinster, having remained unwed due to the Duke’s ridiculous insistence that there wasn’t a man in Europe with lofty enough blood lines to warrant a union. At least that was the story he told.
The actual reason was that Anne had no dowry—though she wasn’t aware of the dire situation. The Duke had squandered her fortune, and the property that would have gone to her husband was mortgaged to the hilt.
She puttered about in their many spacious mansions, with nothing to do but serve as their widowed father’s hostess. It was a lonely, useless existence, and she was growing bitter because of it.
“Have you explained to Father about the latest letter?” she asked Michael.
“Yes.”
“What shall we do now?”
“I’ll get a damned writ,” the Duke threatened. “I’ll have custody like that!”
He snapped his fingers, the sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling with a sad finality.
“You will not.” Anne ignored the Duke’s outburst, and she gazed at Michael. “As usual, you’re the sane male of the family. How should we proceed?”
From the moment they’d learned about Thomas, they’d had unending discussions about what their course of action should be.
They all agreed that he should be raised by the Wainwrights, as the law and the church would deem proper, but they were divided on how to wrest him from his mother.
Anne had pushed for consideration and compromise while the Duke had advocated harsh measures. Michael liked Anne’s approach, and had penned several notes to the mother, requesting an appointment.
To Michael’s amazement, the first two had gone unanswered. The third one, after a lengthy delay, had generated a polite response—from Thomas’s aunt, not his mother—declining the Duke’s offer.
From there, the negotiations had deteriorated.
Michael had written again, being more strident in tone, and he’d been stunned to receive a reply that was equally stern and unbending. The aunt claimed that the Wainwrights had been given numerous opportunities to become acquainted with Thomas, but had rebuffed all overtures, and she found their sudden interest to be offensive and suspect.
She’d accused Michael of having ulterior motives, and he couldn’t believe the woman’s acuity or her audacity. Yes, he’d neglected to mention that John had died, or that Thomas was now in possession of a huge fortune, but she didn’t need to know all the pesky details, and he was furious that she would dare to thwart him.
While he tried not to exhibit too many of the Duke’s more horrid traits, he was the man’s son, and he could definitely be imperious when the situation called for it.
As with his father, no one told Michael no. No one refused him. Not when the topic involved his deceased brother’s only child.
“What is the aunt’s name?” the Duke inquired.
“Frances Carrington—although she signed the letter as Fanny.”
“Fanny Carrington,” the Duke muttered. “What is to be done with her?”
Anne glared at him as if he were an idiot. “Why must you make this so difficult, Father?”
“What is difficult about it, Anne?”
“We needn’t quarrel with these people.”
“Really? And what would you—in your infinite wisdom—suggest?”
“Simply send Michael to speak with the mother in a friendly and courteous manner. Explain the circumstances to her. You’ll catch more flies with honey than vinegar.”
The Duke glowered. “When I want spurious, meaningless phrases, I’ll let you know.”
“And your plan is better?” Anne said. “You’ll menace and frighten and wound, and in the process, you’ll hurt everyone. Particularly Thomas.”
“The boy will be fine,” the Duke declared. “You have my word on it. If you’ll excuse us...?”
He gestured to the door, indicating that her presence was no longer welcome. Briefly, she tarried, contemplating further argument—which would be pointless—then she marched out in a huff.
“Don’t pay any attention to him,” she hissed to Michael as she passed.
He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I won’t let him do anything cruel.”
“How will you stop him?” she countered. “You’ve never tried very hard before.”
She continued on, clearly feeling that Michael would side with their father in his every devious deed. More and more, she chastised him for being too much like the Duke, and her low opinion of him rankled. Michael could be ruthless, but he had a conscience and knew when to let it kick in.
They were silent until her footsteps receded, then the Duke said, “I’ll get that writ. Then I want you to travel to Sussex, serve it on those two imbecilic females, and bring the child home with you. I won’t tolerate any nonsense.”
“What if they fight you in court?”
“Fight me?” He scoffed. “Pray tell, how? You read the report prepared by our investigator. By all accounts, they’re two indigents who can barely keep a roof over their pathetic heads. They couldn’t find two pennies to hire a lawyer, and if they managed it, can you actually presume the courts would rule against me?” He was standing next to his massive oak desk, and he pounded his fist on the polished wood. “For God’s sake, I am the law in this country. How soon can you leave?”
“In a few days.”
“See that you do.” The Duke nodded, delighted to have gotten his way, but quickly, he sobered. “Now then, have you had a chance to talk with Phillip?”
“Yes.”
“And...?”
“He can’t help you. His father is determined to collect what you owe.”
“Dammit!” the Duke seethed.
Phillip Sinclair and Michael had been friends since they were boys, but their fathers were bitter enemies. Michael wasn’t certain what had initially caused their rift, but it was rumored that Phillip’s father—a notorious rake and scoundrel—had seduced one of the Duke’s mistresses.
Their animosity was legendary, and the Duke had been stupid enough to gamble for high stakes with the man, even though he was renowned as a cheat. The amount of the loss had been the final straw in the Duke’s fiscal house of cards.
If the debt wasn’t forgiven, the Duke would be bankrupt, which had to be prevented at all costs. Michael wasn’t concerned over the Duke’s predicament—his misery was deserved—but if the Duke was destroyed, others would be destroyed along with him.
Property would have to be sold, farms would lie fallow, and employees would be let go. Most terrible of all, Anne’s dowry would never be restored, so she could never marry and would be forever trapped in their father’s web. Michael couldn’t sentence her to such a dire fate.
He had his own money, and his own estate—Henley Hall—but his income was a drop in the bucket compared to the sums required to save those whom the Duke would abandon without a backward glance.
A wealthy wife was the solution, and the Duke should have been the one looking for a bride, but he never would. He believed that he could force the world to do his bidding, that credit could be perpetually extended and markers never called in.
“What about Rebecca Talbot?” the Duke inquired, honing in on the very topic Michael had just been pondering. “Her father asked me again. What should I say? Will you offer for her?”
Rebecca was a twenty-year-old beauty and heiress, whom everyone assumed Michael would marry. Though she was British in nationality, and her father an earl, she was descended from Russian royalty, her mother having been a princess in some small principality that Michael couldn’t pronounce.
She was also rich as Croesus, which elevated her far above the other available girls. He could wed her immediately, could have all of her pretty cash in his bank account the moment the ceremony was concluded, yet he chafed at the notion.
She had been his brother’s fiancée, and with John’s death, Michael felt as if he’d come in second in a race, or was the prize for second place.
Six months earlier, she wouldn’t have had him for a husband, but she was eager to be a duchess someday, so she’d changed her mind. It was infuriating, and Michael was tempted to refuse the match—merely to annoy her—but he couldn’t postpone matrimony as John had done either.
Michael was the Duke’s only remaining male child, so the dukedom was at stake. The family’s status and position was at risk by even the slightest action or inaction on Michael’s part.
“I’ll think about it while I’m gone,” he said, delaying the inevitable, “and upon my return, I’ll give you my answer.”
“If you spurn her, I’ll expect you to select an appropriate alternative and be wed by Yuletide.”
“I aim to please.”
Michael spun and left, and as he started down the hall, Anne was loitering in the shadows and watching for him.
“What is it?” he asked.
“If you steal that boy from his mother, I’ll never forgive you.”
“Anne, you’ve heard about their plight. Thomas will be better off living with us; he’ll have everything he needs. He’s John’s son! We agreed.”
“I understand that, Michael, but there’s a thoughtful way to do it, and there’s a malicious way to do it. Which will you choose, I wonder?”
“I will be as considerate as circumstances allow.”
He couldn’t promise much more than that. Despite how Anne yearned for a tender separation, Thomas was the only grandson of the Duke of Clarendon. As such, he couldn’t be permitted to wallow in poverty, and he had to be properly educated and reared as befitted his new station.
In the end, what the mother or the aunt wanted was irrelevant. Michael would do as the Duke had ordered, would do what was best for the family—and for Thomas. If that meant a bit of conniving or deceit, so be it.
He would have his way; he always did. In that, he and the Duke were exactly alike.


CHAPTER TWO
“Where are you off to now, Fanny?”
Frances Carrington, called Fanny by her family, glanced over at her sister, Camilla. Though Fanny was twenty and Camilla twenty-five, Camilla acted like a petulant adolescent, and Fanny often felt as if she was Camilla’s mother.
“It’s so beautiful outside. I thought I’d walk to the village.”
“You just went yesterday,” Camilla complained. “I swear, you’re restless as a hen when the fox is lurking. What’s the matter with you?”
“The vicar’s wife is supposed to pay me for the mending I completed.”
“How can you take that old biddy’s charity?”
“It’s not charity. I worked hard on that sewing, and I won’t apologize for it.”
“Aren’t you a bloody saint?”
It was a constant quarrel between them. Camilla wouldn’t lift a finger to earn any money, despite how dire their situation, but she was quick to criticize when Fanny did anything that might alleviate some of their financial distress.
Fanny was galled at being forced to rely on the paltry coins the vicar’s wife doled out, especially when the sanctimonious woman enjoyed flaunting her elevated position and how it contrasted with Fanny’s reduced one.
For three decades, Fanny’s father had been the vicar. They’d lived in a fine house next to the church and had been respected members of the community, so when she knocked on the rear door of the parsonage, she felt like a supplicant or a beggar. She’d be invited in to see the new minister writing his sermons at what had been her father’s desk. His wife would be sitting on the sofa in what had been Fanny’s mother’s parlor.
At one humiliating point, Fanny had sold her mother’s wedding ring to the vicar in order to purchase food. He’d given the ring to his wife as a gift, and whenever Fanny stopped by, she cruelly waved it under Fanny’s nose.
The tonic was bitter to swallow, but in the past few years, she’d suffered so many indignities that one more hardly registered. She could tolerate the other woman’s condescension if it helped her support her nephew, Thomas.
“Camilla, please,” Fanny scolded. “Watch your language.”
Fanny gestured toward Thomas who was across the room at the dining table practicing his letters.
“He’s heard worse,” Camilla said.
“Yes, he has,” Fanny agreed, “but we needn’t broaden his base vocabulary.”
“Don’t tell me how to speak to my own boy.”
Fanny couldn’t win the argument, so she didn’t try.
“I’ll be back in a few hours. If she pays me as she promised, I’ll bring some stew meat with me.”
“Meat, bah!” Camilla sniped. “Fat and gristle is more like.”
Camilla was always angry that they couldn’t afford the quality of victuals that had been their typical fare in better times. Her sense of entitlement—as well as her gnawing hunger—made her surly.
Though she never said as much, she seemed to blame Fanny for their poverty, as if their father’s death and Camilla’s subsequent plunge to indigence had somehow been Fanny’s fault. Fanny was weary of defending herself over the calamities, and she was eager to be away.
She grabbed her shawl and bonnet, and she stood in front of the mirror, studying her reflection as she tied the bow under her chin.
With her slender torso, heart-shaped face, and bright green eyes, she recognized that she was attractive. Her hair was long and blond, an unusual shade of luxurious gold, the color of ripened wheat. Since they had no servants, she rarely styled it, finding it quicker to simply brush the lengthy tresses and pull them back with a ribbon.
But her looks didn’t matter, and she shouldn’t continue to pretend that they did. Her lack of a dowry insured there would be no husband, no family of her own. She’d never even had a beau, and circumstances had compelled her to accept that she never would.
Still, it was amusing to dream of a different life, one filled with pretty gowns and tons of delicious food, where there was no need to worry over the least little problem.
She wasn’t a woman prone to vanity, but there was no concealing the fact that her dress was shabby and plain, her bonnet tattered and torn. She couldn’t help but wish that she had a fashionable outfit to wear into the village, but cash was scarce and new clothes a frivolous extravagance.
She slipped out and hurried down the path to the lane, when Thomas called to her from their decrepit cottage.
“Aunt Fanny! May I come with you?”
Fanny spun around, smiling.
Thomas was an amazingly sweet and winsome child, and it was impossible to understand how he’d sprung from such an unpleasant mother. Luckily, he was nothing like her.
While Camilla was blond and blue-eyed, her face wasn’t flattering. Her eyes were too narrow, her nose too large, her chin too square. Previously, she’d been plump with good health, but her figure had gone to flab, and her forehead was creased with frown lines that were evidence of her dour temperament.
In contrast, with his rosy cheeks and pert nose, Thomas’s features were so appealing that he resembled a cherub painted on a church ceiling. His hair wasn’t blond, though, as an angel’s might be, but a dark brown that was almost black, and his eyes were very blue, traits that Camilla claimed made him the spitting image of his aristocratic father, John Wainwright.
“No, darling,” Fanny said, “you can’t come. You have to finish your school work.”
“But I’ve been at it for an hour already.”
“Yes, and you need to do another two hours before you’re through. Don’t you want to grow up big and smart like your father and grandfather?”
“No. I want to be a dangerous pirate like Captain Jean Pierre, The French Terror.”
Jean Pierre was currently the scourge of the Seven Seas, and boys all over England were enthralled by tales of his violence, daring, and bravery.
“Jean Pierre attended school, too,” she maintained, having no idea if the vicious criminal had or not.
“He did?”
“Yes. He can read and write better than anyone.”
Thomas pondered this lie, then swallowed it.
“All right,” he ultimately grumbled, “but once you’re back, may we walk by the river?”
“Yes, we may.” She nodded to the cottage. “You go on now. Keep your mother company until I return.”
At the suggestion, he scowled, his distaste obvious, but he didn’t remark. He whipped away and went inside.
He was so obedient and clever, and he was astute enough to realize that his mother detested him. They both knew it; they occasionally skirted the edge of the issue, but there was no way Fanny could justify Camilla’s behavior.
At age sixteen, Camilla had accompanied their neighbors to London for the social season, but she had been poorly chaperoned. She’d thrived on the parties and gaiety, on the wickedness and immoral conduct. She’d fallen in with a bad crowd, had come home pregnant and in disgrace.
The scandal had ruined their family. Their father had been forced to surrender his position as the parish vicar, which had cost them their income and house and status. If that weren’t punishment enough, Camilla had refused to exhibit any remorse, which had shocked the town’s rural sensibilities, so they’d been shunned.
Even after the shame had killed their parents, Camilla still wasn’t sorry for the catastrophe she’d wrought. She’d loved John Wainwright and had relished her indecent life as his paramour. All these years later, she could talk of nothing but London, and if she’d had any notion of how to manage it, she’d move to the city and resume her decadent habits.
Thomas represented all that Camilla had lost. Not her parents. Not her home. Not her reputation. She wasn’t concerned about any of those things. No, she mourned the loss of the whirlwind that was London, and Thomas was living proof of how she’d failed to retain what she craved.
Fanny sighed, wishing she had the temerity to leave Camilla to stew in her own juice, but she never would.
They had been reared as sisters, but they weren’t blood relations. Fanny’s own birth mother had been a young girl, much like Camilla who’d been seduced by a great lord. As a tiny baby, Fanny had been left in a basket on the church steps, with a note requesting that she be placed with a good family.
The vicar and his wife had kept Fanny and raised her as their own daughter, so when her mother had begged Fanny—on her deathbed, no less—to watch over Camilla, it was a charge Fanny wouldn’t shirk.
She hurried on, wondering if there would be another letter in the morning post from pompous, horrid Michael Wainwright, which was the real reason she was walking to the village. His threats were aggravating in the extreme, and she often entertained herself by conjuring visions of the ugly, vile ogre he must be.
His last missive had imperiously informed her that they had begun legal proceedings to take Thomas, and Fanny was determined that they would never have him, although she hadn’t breathed a word of the situation to Camilla. She didn’t trust Camilla’s decisions regarding Thomas, and she was quite sure if the Wainwrights demanded custody, Camilla would be so flattered that she’d hand him over without batting an eye.
“Over my dead body,” Fanny muttered to herself, trudging on, murmuring oaths and prayers that she hoped would keep the Wainwrights at bay.
She approached the village, and her chores were swiftly completed. There was no new letter, and the vicar’s wife was out and had left her no money, so she wasn’t able to buy any food. Irked and disheartened, she started home, taking a shortcut through the woods.
At the stile in the fence, she climbed over and slid down the opposite side to follow the narrow trail that led back to the road. It was criss-crossed with blackberry brambles, and after a half-dozen strides, her skirt snagged on the thorns, snaring her as tightly as a rabbit in a trap.
She twisted and turned, trying to ease the fabric free, but the more she struggled, the more entangled she became. She wanted to yank at the material and rip it away, but if she wrecked her dress, she hadn’t the means to purchase another.
Thunder rumbled off in the distance, and a few raindrops fell, bouncing off the rim of her bonnet and dampening her shawl. She was a pathetic sight, stuck in the ditch, on the deserted lane, and she began to weep, the tears dripping down her cheeks.
She was exhausted, lonely, and famished, and she loitered, fuming and jerking at the branches, when finally, she heard the clomp of a horse’s hooves. An expensive animal rounded the bend in the road, and a single gentleman, whom she didn’t recognize, was riding it.
He was incredibly handsome, very tall and fit, with broad shoulders, a thin waist, and long, long legs. His hair was black, and his eyes were a mesmerizing sapphire that lured her in and made it difficult to glance away. Thomas was the only other person she’d ever seen with eyes so blue, and she couldn’t quit staring.
With his brown coat and tan breeches, his knee-high boots and wind-swept appearance, he looked dashing and carefree, as if he’d been out hunting or perhaps racing with a companion.
From the cut of his clothes and his confident demeanor, he was obviously wealthy, and while she should have instantly beckoned to him for assistance, she hesitated. There was something about him, a power or energy that unnerved her. She wasn’t afraid of him and didn’t think he’d hurt her, but he frightened her all the same.
He saw her, and she must have seemed sufficiently wretched that he tugged on the reins.
“Hello there,” he said, gazing down at her from his elevated perch.
“Hello.”
“Are you real? Or are you a fairy?”
“A fairy?”
“Well, we are in the forest, and you’re hiding in the grass.” He paused and evaluated her. “With that fetching bonnet tipped back on your head, I’m guessing you’re real. I don’t think fairies wear hats.”
“I’m very real.”
“Are you all right?” he inquired.
“No, actually, I’m not.” Embarrassed by her dilemma, she blushed bright red. “I fear I’ve had a spot of trouble.”
“And what is that?”
“My skirt is caught on the thorns, and I can’t get it loose.”
“A catastrophe of the worst kind.”
“I might rip it if I pull too hard.”
“It would be a pity to ruin such a pretty dress.”
He was either too far away to discern the garment’s ragged condition, or he was too gallant to be critical of her attire. Or he was blind.
“Could you...help me?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Nimbly, he jumped down from his horse, like a bandit or a cavalryman born to the saddle, and he strode over. With her being so short, he towered over her, and when she caught herself gaping up at him, she blushed even more furiously.
She shifted away, furtively swiping at her cheeks, hoping he wouldn’t observe that she’d been crying, but of course, he noticed immediately.
“What’s this?” he said very gently. “Tears?”
“No, no. It’s the rain.”
“Ah...the rain,” he murmured. He studied her and smiled a dazzling smile. “It’s not as bad as all that, is it?”
“It’s fairly bad,” she was shocked to hear herself say.
“No, it isn’t,” he insisted. “You haven’t realized it yet, but it’s your lucky day.”
“Why is that?”
“Because I am about to rescue you—like a knight in shining armor.”
Though she’d been morose only moments earlier, she chuckled. “It’s just a bramble.”
“Well, every knight has his yoke to bear.”
He braced his feet, fists on his lean hips, as he assessed her predicament. Being very polite and cautious, he pointed to her skirt.
“May I?”
“Yes, please.”
He stepped in, and it was the first occasion that Fanny had been so near to an adult male. She was stunned by how her heart raced, by how she prickled all over with goose bumps.
Boldly, as if he fondled strange women all the time, he rested a hand on her waist while he used the other to turn her to and fro. She could feel the heat from his skin, so hot and marvelous that it seemed to burn through the fabric of her dress, and she resisted the impulse to lurch away from the intimate contact.
Ultimately, she was freed, and she moved away from him, but he’d moved, too, so they were standing very close. Much of her torso was touching his, and oddly, a thrilling connection flowed between them, almost as if a spark of energy was shooting from his body to hers.
He scrutinized her, cataloguing her features, and he asked, “By any chance, is your surname Sinclair?”
“No, why?”
“You could be a twin to my best friend, Phillip Sinclair. You have his same hair and eyes. Are you one of his sisters or cousins?”
“I’m sure I’m not.”
“His father is Charles Sinclair, the Earl of Trent.”
“I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard of him. It isn’t likely we’d have such a lofty acquaintance out here in the middle of nowhere, is it?”
“You just never know,” he said.
“You just never do.” She held out her hand, being brazen and daring as she never was. “I’m Frances Carrington.”
He clasped her offered hand in his own, not letting go as he should have.
“You are Frances Carrington?”
“Yes, and I insist you call me Fanny.”
The revelation of her identity had paralyzed him. He stood, pondering, considering, and his potent concentration made her feel attractive and interesting, which was exhilarating. Her dear, departed father had always told her she was pretty, and she could sense it when she peered into the mirror, but she’d never had the opinion validated by a handsome man.
Tentatively, she inquired, “What’s wrong? Why are you staring?”
“You’re not what I expected.”
She was confused by his comment. “I am not?”
“No, I...I meant that I wouldn’t have guessed your name to be Fanny.”
“What would you have guessed it to be?”
“Something very fast. Charlotte, maybe. Or Cassandra.”
“You’re very wicked, aren’t you?” She laughed, liking to know that he gazed at her and saw someone completely different from plain, boring Fanny Carrington.
The encounter grew intimate again, the quiet building, his powerful regard not waning, and she asked, “Have we met before? You seem so familiar to me.”
“No, we’ve never met.”
She’d introduced herself, but he hadn’t reciprocated, and she was dying of curiosity.
“Are you from around here, Mr....?”
“Michael Wai...” he started, then stuttered to a halt. “Michael Waverly. I’m in the area on business. I’ll be visiting for a few weeks.”
She could think of nothing more splendid than having him as a neighbor, and perhaps his sojourn would begin as a brief one, but would become a lengthy stay.
“Well, thank you for your assistance, Mr. Waverly. If you hadn’t come by, I might have been stuck out here forever.”
“Do you live nearby? May I see you home?”
Despite how her sister had shamed herself, she and Fanny had been raised with a strict moral code. Fanny was aware that this was the point where she should have pronounced herself perfectly capable of proceeding the rest of the way on her own.
But he still hadn’t let go of her hand, and there were butterflies coursing through her stomach. At the moment, she was so eager to be with him that naught else mattered.
“I’d like it if you would,” she said.
“I would be honored.”
“It’s just a short distance.”
“That’s too bad,” he teased. “I was hoping it far off, so that I would have an excuse to spend hours getting you there.”
On hearing him declare that he’d relished their rendezvous as much as she, she was practically giddy with pleasure.
He led her to his horse, where she’d assumed he would grab the reins and they would stroll down the lane. To her great astonishment, he seized her by the waist and tossed her onto the animal, lifting her as if she weighed no more than a feather.
She whooped with surprise, as he leapt up behind her, and though she tried to sit up straight, to maintain an appropriate space between them, it was impossible to keep their bodies from touching. They were pressed together, her back to his front, his thighs cradling hers, his arms holding her steady and safe.
He clicked the reins, and the horse trotted off at a brisk clip. It had been an eternity since she had ridden, and as the wind blew across her face, she giggled with joy and clutched at her bonnet so it didn’t fly off.
Much too quickly, they arrived at the cottage, and as she made her goodbyes, he asked if he might stop by the next day to take her walking.
Readily, she accepted the invitation, and as she went inside, she was grinning, happy for the first time in a long time. She couldn’t believe how such a miserable afternoon had suddenly turned so wonderful.


CHAPTER THREE
Michael knocked on the door at precisely two o’clock as he’d promised Fanny he would.
He glanced at the sagging roof, the weed-strewn yard, the crumbling chimney, and he grimaced with disgust. How could someone he viewed as so remarkable survive in such squalid conditions?
Before arriving in the country, he’d envisioned Fanny as an ugly old crone, or an avaricious shrew. Instead, he’d found a sweet and engaging young woman who attracted him in ways he had no business considering.
From the moment he’d first laid eyes on her, he’d been intrigued by the prospect of a liaison. Part of her appeal, he knew, was due to the fact that she was very beautiful, and he was a typical male with low principles and an even lower ability to restrain himself in his carnal affairs.
Why not seduce her? Her life was bleak, her problems formidable, and he was a handsome, experienced gentleman from the city. She could certainly use a bit of excitement to lighten her dreary existence. Would she welcome an advance? Should he initiate one?
The notion of commencing an intimate association with her was tempting. His prior sexual partners had been a mix of camp whores while he was in the army in Spain and loose flirts of the ton when he was in England. Fanny Carrington was so different from all of them, and he couldn’t move beyond the possibility that something wonderful could happen if he involved himself with her.
But should he?
The very idea that he would question his behavior was incredibly strange, and his hesitation had thrown his entire plan into chaos.
He’d meant to show up on her stoop, to bluster and threaten and toss around some cash, then leave with Thomas. By all accounts, Camilla Carrington would relinquish him in a thrice, but Fanny loved Thomas and would be devastated if he was taken from her.
To Michael’s surprise, he was torn about his motives while knowing that in the end, Thomas had to be brought to London—even if it broke Fanny’s heart.
Footsteps sounded inside, and he braced, suddenly realizing that he hadn’t mentally prepared himself to meet Thomas, the only son of the brother he’d cherished.
The door opened, and as he came face to face with his nephew, his breath hitched in his lungs. An image flashed of John at exactly the same age, and Michael suffered a powerful rush of affection that caught him completely off guard.
“Hello, sir,” Thomas said with impeccable manners. “Are you Mr. Waverly?”
“Yes...yes I am,” Michael replied.
“Won’t you come in? My Aunt Fanny is expecting you.”
“Thank you.”
Michael entered the dark, dim space. There was one room, crammed with furniture that provided evidence of a more affluent period. Although it was a warm May day, the interior of the house was very cold, and no candle was lit to stave off the gloom.
As his eyes acclimated, he saw a woman, whom he presumed to be Camilla Carrington, slouched in a chair in the corner. She didn’t rise or exhibit any interest in him.
“Who’s there, Thomas?” she snapped.
“It’s our new neighbor, Mother,” Thomas explained. “It’s Mr. Waverly.”
In a gesture that charmed Michael, Thomas slipped his small hand into Michael’s much larger one and dragged him over to Carrington.
“Mr. Waverly,” Thomas said, “this is my mother, Miss Camilla Carrington.”
“How do you do?” Michael blandly said, but he received no response from Carrington.
“He and Aunt Fanny are going walking,” Thomas supplied.
Still, Carrington didn’t bother to stir, but she studied Michael in a cryptic fashion. Michael didn’t think they’d previously met, and if they had, it would have been a fleeting introduction a decade earlier that he no longer recalled.
Michael resembled John very much, though, so there was a good chance that Carrington might guess his identity in spite of a prior lack of acquaintance, but if she did recognize him, she gave no outward sign.
He studied her just as methodically, and instantly, he disliked her. Her rude, slothful demeanor reminded him of why it was imperative that Thomas be extricated from her influence and control. He had to harden himself, had to push aside his tender feelings for Fanny, but as he was struggling to regroup, Fanny appeared on the stairs, and her arrival brightened the dismal abode as completely as if someone had opened the shutters.
She was winsome and beguiling, and she displayed a confidence and poise far beyond her years. He was fascinated by her wholesome manner, by how she comported herself under trying circumstances, by how she persevered in such a mature and dignified way.
As usual, she was attired in her green muslin dress, and it occurred to him that perhaps she didn’t have another. The insight disturbed him and, oddly, made him yearn to buy her a new wardrobe.
“Aunt Fanny,” Thomas happily chattered, “Mr. Waverly is here!”
“I see that.” She smiled and came toward them.
Thomas released Michael’s hand and grabbed Fanny’s, instead. He pulled her down to him, and he whispered, but not softly enough to hide his comment.
“When I answered the door, I said everything you told me to say. I didn’t forget a single word.”
“You are a perfect little gentleman.”
Fanny chuckled and stood, and she winked at Michael.
Camilla scoffed. “Bloody right, he’s a little gentleman. His grandfather’s a bloody duke.”
She assessed Michael, checking to see if she’d shocked him with her vulgar language, or if she’d astonished him by claiming an exalted connection. He kept his expression carefully blank, declining to give her the satisfaction of a reaction.
“Camilla,” Fanny scolded, “please don’t start. Mr. Waverly is our guest.”
“Been to London lately, Mr. Waverly?” Camilla’s tone implied that she knew who he was, but she didn’t reveal the information to Fanny, and he was curious as to why not.
“No, I haven’t been there in ages.”
“Pity,” she sarcastically cooed. “I might have asked you if you’d ever met my boy’s father. You’ve heard of him, haven’t you? John Wainright? He’s Clarendon’s oldest son and heir.”
“I’m not acquainted with the family, I’m afraid. They’d be quite a bit above my social station.”
“Would they now? How do you suppose John is doing?”
“I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”
At the peculiar banter, Fanny scowled and took Michael’s arm, leading him outside.
“We’re going, Camilla,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”
“Don’t hurry on my account,” Camilla pouted. “I’ll just sit here and entertain myself. It’s not as if anyone ever calls on me.”
Thomas followed them onto the stoop, a forlorn look on his face. He kept nervously glancing at the cottage. Fanny was nervous, too, and Michael was torn between his desire to be alone with Fanny and his desire to rescue Thomas from his mother’s clutches.
Fanny went to Thomas and knelt by him so they could have another whispered conversation.
“Must you go?” he asked. “Mother is in such a foul mood.”
“You’ll be fine. Why don’t you play in the yard until I return?”
“She said I couldn’t, but I hate to stay inside with her when she’s angry.”
“No. You go play.” Fanny rose, her distress apparent. “I won’t be away long. I promise.”
She spun away and rushed out to the lane without a goodbye. Michael murmured a hasty farewell to Thomas, then raced after her. When he caught up with her, he strolled by her side, not certain of what to say. They were silent, the only sounds the chirping of the birds in the trees and the click of their heels on the ground. She was very upset, her cheeks red with chagrin.
“I’m sorry,” she ultimately mumbled.
“Why would you be sorry?”
“We didn’t always live like this. Oh, what must you think of me? I’m so embarrassed.”
She stumbled to a halt and covered her eyes with her hands, trying not to cry, and he couldn’t abide her woe. Before he could give himself opportunity to reconsider, he folded his arms around her and cradled her to his chest.
She didn’t protest the liberty he’d taken, and like the cad he was, he snuggled her closer, rubbing her back, calming her as one might a young child who’d had a bad dream.
“Hush,” he soothed, “it will be all right.”
“Thomas is such a wonderful boy, but she’s so bitterly unhappy. I don’t know what’s to become of us.”
The admission hit him like a blow, and it was on the tip of his tongue to make pledges he couldn’t keep, to offer arrangements he wasn’t prepared to extend. He clamped down on all the foolish remarks that were begging to be uttered.
“Where is Thomas’s father?” he inquired, feeling like a scoundrel, but probing for answers he was dying to receive. “Is it this John Wainwright your sister mentioned?”
“Yes.”
“Why hasn’t he helped you?”
“They were never wed, and he had no interest in her or his son. He seduced her when she was a girl, and she refuses to believe that he never cared about her.”
“Did you ever contact him?”
“On a dozen occasions or more. My father wrote. I wrote. Wainwright never replied to a single letter. We were fine until my father passed away, but now that we’ve lost his support, our circumstances are very grim.”
Michael took a deep breath and slowly let it out.
He couldn’t unravel the truth of the situation. John had been an honorable man. If Fanny had corresponded with him about their dire straits, he would have assisted them.
Why hadn’t he responded to their pleas? And if he was so unconcerned, why had he left the bulk of his estate to Thomas?
It made no sense.
“Why don’t you go directly to Thomas’s grandfather?” Michael queried. “Your sister said he’s a duke. Surely he’d aid you.”
“He’s a notorious fiend,” she vehemently stated. “He has a reputation for philandering that’s a hundred times worse than his son’s. His habits are obscene, and he’s extremely cruel. He’s horrid to everyone, and he’s generally loathed.”
“How do you know all this?”
“The neighbors told us. They delighted in tormenting Camilla and shaming my parents.”
“Maybe he’s not the monster he’s been painted.”
“He is, he is,” she insisted. “He’s been threatening legal proceedings to take Thomas. Can you imagine that sweet boy forced to live with people who have no morals or conscience? My poor father was a vicar. He’s probably turning over in his grave at the very idea.”
Michael wanted to defend his family, but unfortunately, the Duke was every bit as awful as she’d claimed, so he focused instead on how perfectly she fit in his arms, on how marvelous it felt to hold her.
He kissed the top of her head, then her temple, and he was thrilled that she didn’t pull away. She remained snuggled to him, her pert breasts crushed to his chest, her thighs tangled with his own.
He dipped lower and kissed her cheek.
“Don’t be sad,” he said. “I can’t bear it when you are.”
She peered up at him, her poignant, enticing eyes having captured the hues of the forest so that they were a vibrant green. Her golden hair reflected the afternoon sun. With tears damp on her lashes, her expression bleak with dismay, she was beautiful and vulnerable and captivating, and his heart did a little flip-flop.
Just then, had she been shrewd enough—or greedy enough—to seek his favor, he might have done anything for her.
He bent down and kissed her on the mouth, a soft brush of his lips to hers, and at the fleeting contact, his pulse raced. He was almost giddy with joy, like a young lad with his first girl, and the strident reaction scared the hell out of him. If he could be so rattled by a mere kiss, of what further sorcery might she be capable?
He was terrified to know.
She drew away, her look half-accusing, half-enchanted.
“Oh...” she breathed. “Oh my...”
They stared and stared, a thousand unspoken comments swirling between them, but she didn’t order him to desist, didn’t stomp off. He reached out, cradling her face, and with slight pressure, he urged her to him and kissed her again.
He was very gentle, letting her learn the way. At the start, it was a tad clumsy, but she quickly acclimated, joining in as fervently as if they’d been lovers for years.
Gradually, he hugged her tighter, a palm on her back to keep her close. He didn’t do much else, didn’t fondle a breast or stroke a buttock. He simply kissed her, then kissed her some more.
He was used to consorting with whores—both highborn and low—and usually, he paid for his sexual services, so there was rarely a reason to linger over the preliminaries. As a result, he seldom delayed in his ardor. But with Fanny, there was no rush, and the pleasure was sweeter for the restraint. He felt as if he had all the time in the world, as if he could kiss her forever and never grow weary.
He kept on until her lips were ripe and swollen, until her body was tense with a yearning he was sure she didn’t understand. For his own part, his anatomy was screaming at him to hurry, to push matters to the next level, to take more from her than she should ever give him.
Finally, she was the one who came to her senses and called a halt. She wrenched away, and the accusing look had returned, but it was speculative, too, as if she’d surprised herself with her eager participation.
They stared again, then he stepped to her, but she extended a hand, warding him off.
“Please, stop” she implored. “You make me dizzy with your attentions.”
“I’m not sorry, and I won’t apologize.”
She blushed a fetching shade of pink. “I’m not experienced enough to be certain, but I think you’re very good at kissing.”
He shrugged. “I won’t deny it.”
“Are you in the habit of kissing women you scarcely know?”
“If they’re pretty.”
He smiled, and she blushed again.
“Are you claiming I’m pretty?” She said it like a dare, like a challenge.
“Very pretty,” he murmured.
As if it were preposterous, she scoffed at the notion. Didn’t she comprehend how spectacular she was?
“You don’t have any honest intentions toward me, do you?”
He frowned. “Why would you ask me that?”
“I’m not positive what it’s like in London, but here in the country, when a girl dallies in the forest with a man as I just have, marriage is expected soon after.”
“It was just a kiss. You shouldn’t read too much into it.”
“But are you the type who makes promises afterward? Are you the type who offers things he doesn’t mean?”
“Probably.”
Her gaze narrowed, as if she was viewing him in a new and unflattering light. “If we continued on, you’d never marry me, would you?”
On hearing the question, he nearly choked with laughter. What a bizarre conversation! As if matrimony should pop up as a topic, merely because they’d kissed!
Oddly, he regretted giving her the only answer he could.
“No, I’d never marry you.”
“Why? Because I’m poor? Or because my sister is loose and disgraced?”
“Neither of those. They’re irrelevant to me.”
She blanched with horror. “You’re already married!”
“No.”
“Are you engaged?”
“No.” It was the truth, and it wasn’t. He wasn’t betrothed to Rebecca, but he would be shortly—or to someone just like her.
“I see,” she mumbled, but she really didn’t.
She peered at the ground, appearing very young, very disappointed, as she struggled to identify what other excuse he could possibly have, but if he’d had a whole year, he couldn’t have enumerated all the reasons he would never consider her as a bride.
“This has nothing to do with you personally,” he said.
“It has everything to do with me. Don’t insult my intelligence.”
“All right, I won’t. Now I am sorry, and I apologize.”
He stepped nearer, close enough so that the tips of his boots slipped under the hem of her skirt. She glowered up at him, wounded and offended and so very lovely.
On noting his perplexed expression, she said, “I’ve embarrassed you.”
“No.”
“You must find me provincial and absurd.”
“I don’t at all. If I’d thought you ridiculous, I’d never have called on you.”
“Just once in my life, I’d like to be special to someone. It saddens me that it can’t be you.”
“I think you’re very fine.”
“Do you know what it’s been like to remain here after Camilla’s troubles?”
“I can imagine.”
“No, you can’t. When my mother died last year, I had to sell her wedding ring to buy us food.”
“How awful for you.”
“This isn’t the city—where females are free to revel in any scandalous behavior that tickles their fancy. Have you heard what they say about me in the village? They say I’m exactly like Camilla. Is that why you’d never have me? Did you hear something appalling from the neighbors?”
“I’ve spoken to no one.”
She scrutinized him. “I can’t tell if you’re lying.”
“No one has said anything to me,” he insisted, “and I wouldn’t have believed them if they had.”
“For your information, I’m nothing like her.”
“I know you’re not.”
She glanced at the ground again. “I’d like to go home now.”
He studied her petite figure, her bowed head, and he wondered how he’d made a muddle of such a splendid afternoon.
He touched her chin with his thumb, forcing her to look at him, and he traced a finger across her mouth, using every ounce of fortitude he possessed to keep from kissing her again.
“I think you’re very fine,” he repeated like a dolt.
“A lot of good it does me.” She flashed a weary smile. “Could we go?”
He could have argued, but he’d been sufficiently unkind for one day, and he would be even crueler in the future.
He sighed with resignation. “Certainly.”
As he took her arm, he was glad that she let him hold it, and they strolled slowly, silently, back to the cottage.
When he stepped to follow her through the gate, she stopped him.
“Goodbye.”
“No, not goodbye,” he replied. “I’m planning to visit tomorrow.”
“I don’t want you to.”
“Why?”
“You make me wish I had a different life, but I’ve learned the hard way that it’s foolish to crave things that can never be.”
“But I want to kiss you again tomorrow.” He grinned, letting his fondness show in his gaze. “I’ve tried it once, and I can’t stand to suppose it will be the only time.”
“I would like that—very much—which is why we’re done seeing each other.”
“Fanny!” He sounded as if he was scolding her. “I’ll be here such a short while. Don’t ask me to stay away from you.”
“You know it’s for the best.”
“I know nothing of the sort.”
“I’m not loose, Mr. Waverly, and I won’t pretend to be. I’m too aware of the dire consequences.”
“Would you call me Michael?”
“No.”
She went into the yard, putting many feet of distance between them, and she thoroughly assessed him, cataloguing his features.
“Thank you,” she finally said.
“For what?”
“For liking me.”
She raced away, but she didn’t go inside. Skirting the house, she hurried out behind it, and he moved down the lane, so that he could see what she was doing.
She stood in the grass, the breeze rustling her hair and clothes, and as she peered up at the summer sky, her anguish and confusion were visible. After a long interval, Thomas ran up to her, whooping with joy and talking a mile a minute. She concealed her distress, feigning composure, then they headed for the stream that meandered on the edge of the woods.
He spied on them as they threw stones in the water, as they pointed to birds, as they chased butterflies. Eventually, they entered the cottage by a rear door, but he continued to watch, hoping they might reappear. After a lengthy wait, it was clear they wouldn’t.
She’d asked him to go away and never come back, but she didn’t know him well enough to realize that he rarely did as he was told. The kisses they had shared had been too stirring, too tempting, and he wasn’t about to relinquish the chance to experience more of them.
He would see her again. He seemed to have no other choice.


CHAPTER FOUR
“I have no strength of will,” Fanny complained. “I should be whipped for my failings.”
Michael chuckled as the horse pulled the gig away from her cottage.
“Why do you say that?”
“I’ve been bribed and bought like a crooked politician, and I’m happy about it.”
“It was amusing, wearing you down.”
“Have you no shame?”
“None.”
Fanny sighed with resignation.
She’d truly meant never to see him again. He was so magnificent, like an angel visiting from heaven, and when he was so marvelous, and she was so lonely, any contact between them was a recipe for disaster.
She’d had eight years of watching Camilla fall to pieces, and while she hadn’t been apprised as to how Camilla had begun her affair with John Wainwright, Fanny imagined it had probably started with a simple and wonderful kiss—just like the one she’d shared with Mr. Waverly.
Fanny wasn’t about to walk the road Camilla had trod. She wanted more for herself. If she couldn’t have a man who loved her, who could give her a home and a family of her own, then she wanted nothing at all. So she’d bid Mr. Waverly farewell, and in the process, she’d felt very sorry for herself.
But then, he’d sent flowers. And he’d sent candy. And he’d sent the most beautiful note of apology—even though they both knew he’d done nothing wrong. Ultimately, she’d relented and let him call on her again.
When she’d never had a beau, and her life contained so little pleasure, what was the harm in a brief flirtation? While the chances for temptation were great, she was an adult who could control her worst impulses, just as she could control her wayward emotions. She didn’t have to succumb to seduction; she didn’t have to fall in love. She could trifle and tease, then once he’d departed, she could revel in her memories.
“Do you always get your way?” she inquired.
“Yes.”
“What if I’d been stronger? What if I’d resisted?”
He grinned. “I’m very persistent. Eventually, you’d have capitulated.”
No doubt, she would have. He was a scoundrel and a cad, but she’d decided not to worry that he was.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
“There’s a dance in the village. I thought you might enjoy it.”
“A dance,” she murmured, disheartened.
Obviously, he’d expected a more effusive response, and he scowled.
“You’re not a Puritan, are you? You do dance?”
“Yes, I dance. It’s just...”
“Just what?” he pressed when she couldn’t finish.
“I don’t usually go into the village, unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
“Why not?”
She stared at the passing trees, the summer day quickly waning. He tugged on the reins, and the horse strutted to a halt. They sat in the quiet forest, listening to the evening sounds.
“What is it, Fanny?” he queried.
“I’m embarrassed.”
“Tell me.” He shifted on the seat, so that he was facing her, so that she had to look at him.
“People can be cruel. They say stupid things.”
“About you?”
“Yes. And about my sister. And Thomas.” She glanced down at her lap. “My father was their vicar. He worked among them for three decades. Their scorn hurts me, so I stay away.”
She could feel him evaluating her, could sense how he was weighing his reply.
From their one delicious kiss, it was clear that he was very experienced with women. He was a prosperous gentleman with a roving eye, and she didn’t know why it had landed on her. She was poor and friendless and miserable, and she couldn’t fathom why he’d invite her to something as commonplace as a country dance, but it was a bad idea to show up on his arm.
She had no chaperone, and the sun was setting. She trusted him, but in the village, her behavior would be deemed outrageous, would light the spark of innuendo that generally smoldered.
“Perhaps we should turn back,” she suggested.
“And miss all the merriment?”
“I don’t like dancing,” she lied, “and I’m not very good at it.”
“Really? Now I find that hard to believe. I’d pegged you as a woman who would thrive on the activity.”
He was studying her so fondly that it was almost painful to gaze at him, and he leaned nearer, his fingers on her neck, stroking in a soothing rhythm. She should have protested and moved away, but his touch felt so welcome that she could barely keep from purring with contentment.
“What are you afraid of?” he inquired.
“If you saw them being awful to me, I’d be mortified.”
“No one will insult you while I am by your side. If anyone tries, I’ll give him a thrashing he’ll never forget.”
She’d never had a champion before, and she was amazed at his bravado. “You make everything seem so easy.”
“How long has it been since you enjoyed yourself? Since you did something totally frivolous?”
She couldn’t recollect. “It’s been ages.”
“Then let me give you tonight.”
He kissed her again with an urgency he hadn’t previously demonstrated.
“I want to dance with you,” he murmured. “I want to have this night to remember. Say yes.”
He was so persuasive, like a devil sent to entice her, and it was simply beyond her to refuse.
“If you insist,” she grumbled, “but promise we can leave whenever I ask.”
“I promise.”
As they started off again, their kiss had shattered any pretense of reserve they might have maintained. He flung an arm around her and drew her closer so she could rest her head on his shoulder. It was the sweetest, most romantic thing she could imagine, and much too rapidly, they arrived in the village.
As the first houses came into view, she straightened, putting a bit of distance between them, but he still kept his arm where it was, and she suffered a vain thrill, pleased that he had no qualms about being seen with her.
They found an empty spot to park the gig, and he walked around to help her out. He lifted her down, his hands on her waist, and she stood with him, hidden in the dark. He was so tall, so masculine, and she felt dizzy with delight. When he bent down to steal another kiss, she was glad to let him.
They strolled to the village green. There was a bonfire burning off in the corner, and a small stage had been erected. A pair of fiddlers played a lively tune, and dozens of couples promenaded down the center of the grass.
She passed through the crowd, seeing many acquaintances. Some greeted her; others ignored her. Occasionally, people whispered about her being accompanied by a stranger, but she paid them no heed.
When the next group formed, he pulled her into the line, and with his being from London, she was worried that he’d be confused by the steps, but he was very skilled and very light on his feet. They danced and danced, and she was so happy that if the world had ended at that very moment, she’d have died in ecstasy.
They continued until they were parched and exhausted. Then he sat her under a tree, and left her alone while he went to the refreshment table.
Briefly, she lost sight of him, and at the same instant, a shadow fell over her. She peeked up to observe two local miscreants, young men her own age whom she’d known since they were children. She could smell alcohol on them, and it was the precise sort of encounter she’d been dreading.
“Hello, Fanny,” one of them said.
“Hello, Roger.”
“I see you have a new beau.”
“He’s a friend, visiting from out of town.”
Roger elbowed the other man, and they both snickered. “Will you entertain him with some of the tricks your sister showed you?”
“You may be twenty years old, Roger, but you haven’t matured a day since you were ten.” She rose, wanting to get away from them before Mr. Waverly returned.
“You Carrington sisters are just alike, but then, the vicar’s daughters are always the worst!”
They snorted with glee, and with all the ways her family had been insulted, she seriously considered slapping him, when suddenly, Mr. Waverly was by her side.
He whispered, “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” she insisted, but her temper was boiling. “Could we go?”
“In a minute.”
He loomed over Roger, but Roger was too drunk to be circumspect, and in a tone that brooked no argument, Mr. Waverly demanded, “Apologize to the lady.”
“Like hell I will. She’s like a loose cat, running through the neighborhood, trying to scratch her itch. Everybody knows it.”
Mr. Waverly moved so that he and Roger were toe to toe. Very quietly, he threatened, “If you ever speak to her again, I’ll kill you.”
“She’s a whore, like her sister, and she’s lain with half the county. Just ask anyone, and they’ll—“
Before he could finish the horrid sentence, Mr. Waverly punched him in the face so hard that he crumpled—unconscious—onto the grass. Roger’s companion looked as if he might intervene, but Mr. Waverly flashed such a virulent glare that he blanched and hurried away.
Fanny trembled with astonishment. In her entire life, no one had ever stood up for her. She was stunned and a tad proud.
“Now we can go,” Mr. Waverly said calmly, though he was rubbing his knuckles.
They started off as if nothing had happened, but as they approached the crowd, Roger’s father glanced over. At seeing Roger on the ground, he tried to block their path.
“What have you done to my boy?” he inquired, sounding as drunk as his son.
“I taught him some manners,” Mr. Waverly curtly replied.
He tightened his grip on Fanny’s arm, and they kept on. He was brooding, and she could tell that he was very angry. Without a word, he hoisted her into his gig, followed her up, and swiftly, they were away. His fury didn’t subside, and with each clop of the horse’s hooves, he seemed to grow even more irate, and she was heartsick over how the night had been ruined.
She’d known better than to push her luck by appearing in the village with him. Gossip would flare again, especially over his having fought with Roger.
Every despicable rumor about her family would be revived, when she simply wanted the old scandal to blow over. She struggled valiantly to fit in, to be accepted as she’d been in the past, before Camilla’s troubles, but in her selfish quest to spend time with Mr. Waverly, she’d wrecked everything.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, the wind and the noise of the wheels covering her comment.
“What did you say?” He peered over at her. The moon was rising, and his brilliant blue eyes glittered like diamonds.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come with you.”
A strange expression swept over him, and he cursed and yanked the horse to a halt.
They tarried, still not speaking, and she couldn’t imagine what he was thinking.
Did he believe Roger’s slander? Oh, if he did, she’d just die!
“I apologize,” she repeated, shamed to her very core.
“You apologize?”
“I never meant for you to intercede on my behalf.”
He gaped at her as if she’d sprouted a second head, then he muttered another curse and leapt out of the vehicle. For a mad instant, she assumed he was going to stomp off and leave her alone on the deserted lane, but instead, he marched around the gig and held up a hand to her.
So...he would make her walk home. She’d never been more humiliated.
“It wasn’t true,” she declared from her perch far above him.
“What wasn’t?”
“What he said about me. It was a lie.”
“Get down.”
She didn’t try to further defend herself, but let him assist her in climbing down, and to her ultimate surprise, as her feet touched the ground, he enveloped her in a fierce hug and kissed her as if there were no tomorrow. She was so astounded that she didn’t know what to do but join in.
There was a desperation to the embrace, his fury having metamorphosed into hot passion, like soup bubbling up in a pot. He didn’t hurt her or scare her, but he was very demanding, and he made her feel desirable and wanton. His mouth moved over hers with subtle pressure, then more force. It seemed as if he couldn’t hold her closely enough, couldn’t kiss her deeply enough.
His hands were on her back, stroking up and down, until he was clasping her buttocks, his fingers where they had no right to be, but the naughty caresses were too beguiling to reject. He had pulled her to him, so that their loins were flattened together, his private parts meshed with her own.
Her body recognized the scandalous position, and she reveled in it, her pulse pounding, the woman’s spot between her legs growing wet. She ached for things she couldn’t name and didn’t understand.
The intensity increased.
He grabbed the ribbon that was tied around her hair and flung it away so he could riffle through the lengthy tresses. The sensation defied description, and she was so overwhelmed that she scarcely noticed as he began fondling her breasts, first one, then the other, circling the soft mounds of flesh in a delicious, decadent way.
She was a sight, with her hair hanging down, and her clothes askew, but as he abandoned her mouth to blaze a trail down her neck, to her bosom, she didn’t care.
He rooted across her chest, until he found her nipple, and through the fabric of her dress, he bit and teased, the friction driving her to a precipice of anxiety. She felt as if her heart might simply quit beating, and it couldn’t possibly be safe to be so titillated.
She was just ready to draw away, when he released her, instead. He stood, a palm braced on the box of the carriage, his shoulders stooped, his respiration labored, as if he’d run a long race.
She didn’t know what to say or how to act. She would have liked to reach out to him, but if he brushed her aside, she’d be crushed.
“What is it?” she dared to venture. “What’s wrong?”
He was so silent that she was terrified he might tell her. Eventually, he murmured, “I didn’t believe that offensive lout. Not for a second.”
“I’m so relieved, Mr. Waverly.”
“Call me Michael.”
When she didn’t reply, he pressed, “I want to hear my name on your lips. I want you to call me Michael.”
It was an intimacy she was eager to bestow.
“Michael...”
Hesitantly, she extended her hand, and he clutched it tightly and dragged her to him, snuggling her to his side. He gazed up at the star-strewn sky.
“What the matter?” she queried. “Why did we stop?”
“My Lord, but you are so sweet.”
He sighed, unspoken emotion churning through him, and finally, he admitted, “I’m returning to London tomorrow.”
“Oh...” She felt as if all the air had left her body, and she sagged against him. “Will you be back?”
“No, I don’t suppose I’ll ever see you again. Not like this anyway.”
“Are you angry because of what happened in the village?”
“No.”
He peered down at her with an enormous amount of visible affection, but he looked sad, too, as if he might truly miss her.
“I wish things were different between us,” he said.
“Different how?”
“I wish I were free to...to...love, to marry.”
He’d previously claimed that he wasn’t wed or betrothed, so she was confused about what he was trying to confess. Perhaps he actually was married, and he’d been lying all along, but she was too naïve to have known it.
“You might hear of me occasionally in the future,” he oddly said.
“I hope so. It would bring me joy.”
“I want you to remember that I’m an honorable man. I always try to do what I believe is right.”
“I’m sure you do.”
“Let’s get you home.”
He drew away and helped her into the gig, and he climbed up, too. He had the horse set a leisurely pace. She laced her arm through his and nestled herself to him.
All too soon, they arrived at the cottage. He lifted her down, and when he would have walked her to the door, she stopped him.
“Goodbye,” she said.
“Goodbye.”
He kissed her forehead, her nose, her mouth.
“Try not to judge me too harshly,” he implored.
“I won’t,” she vowed, completely perplexed by the request.
Suddenly, she was desperate to keep him with her, and she nearly clutched at his lapels and begged him not to go. There were so many sentiments she longed to convey, about how much his friendship had meant to her, about how precious her recollections would be, but she couldn’t reveal any of them.
She was afraid she might burst into tears, and she spun away and ran to the stoop.
Behind her, he called softly, “Fanny!”
She didn’t halt, but hurried into the house and shut the door. With every fiber of her being, she yearned for him to come and knock, to plead with her to step outside again, but shortly, the springs of the gig creaked, and the harness jingled as he drove away.
For many minutes, she stayed braced against the door, her knees weak, her emotions ragged. Already, her life seemed irrevocably altered, the world grayer and more quiet merely because he wasn’t in it. She pushed away and started for the stairs, when Camilla spoke from her chair over by the darkened hearth.
“How was your little assignation?”
“It was very pleasant.”
“Really? Those old witches in the village were civil to you?”
“Everyone was exceedingly polite,” Fanny fibbed.
“And how is your handsome swain, Mr. Waverly?”
“He’s fine.”
“Did he say why he’s been sniffing around? Because I, for one, can’t wait to know the reason.”
“He isn’t sniffing around. He’s been in the neighborhood on business, but it’s concluded. He’s leaving in the morning.”
“I’ll just bet he is.” She snorted spitefully. “Something tells me we haven’t heard the last of him. He’ll show up again like a bad penny.”
When Camilla was in one of her moods, discussion was pointless. Fanny started for the stairs again, but Camilla rose and blocked her way. She assessed Fanny in a rude manner that had Fanny squirming, that had her glancing at her dress to be sure all her buttons were fastened.
“Dare I hope,” Camilla sneered, “that he tried to take advantage of you?”
“Camilla!” she scolded.
“Maybe if you’d ever had a taste of passion, you wouldn’t be such a prim, pious shrew.”
“I’ve never been awful to you.”
“You’ve always judged me,” Camilla charged. “You wallow in your virtue like a pig at a trough. It makes me sick.”
“I’ve had enough. We’ll talk tomorrow when you’re feeling more yourself.”
Fanny whirled away, but Camilla reached out and grabbed Fanny’s hair, her fist circling the lengthy locks and yanking Fanny to a stop.
“Why, Miss Fanny,” Camilla mocked, “your hair is undone. Wherever is the ribbon you had on when you left?”
In Fanny’s rush to be sequestered inside, she’d forgotten that Michael had removed it. At Camilla’s mentioning the loss, Fanny stammered, “It...ah...must have come loose on the ride home.”
“What a pitiful lie. You can devise a better story than that!”
“It had to have flown off in the wind.”
“You can confide in me, Fanny. He has the look of a fellow who knows his way around a bedchamber. Is he any good under the blankets?”
“You can be so crude.”
“Yes, I can,” Camilla agreed, “but take some free advice from your big sister: If you’re going to whore around, you ought to be a tad more careful. It’s the dickens getting caught, and the price a woman pays is always much too high.”
As if she’d uttered the wittiest comment ever, Camilla laughed and laughed, but it sounded like a witch’s cackle, and it sent chills down Fanny’s spine.
She jerked away and raced up to her room. She stretched out on the lumpy, hard mattress, trying to sleep, trying to ignore the dismal surroundings and the meager furnishings, but Camilla’s obscene guffaws kept ringing in her ears.


CHAPTER FIVE
“I’ve been reading one of your old diaries.”
“Have you? How utterly boring.”
Phillip Sinclair stared across the carriage at his father, Charles, the Earl of Trent.
“Tell me about the summer you were twenty-six. I think you sired several daughters.”
“Did I? I don’t recollect.”
You wouldn’t, Phillip mused, scowling. He loved and hated Charles in equal measure, his mood fluctuating with his aggravation level.
Charles was a shameless roué who’d seduced dozens of females, including Phillip’s mother. She’d been a young debutante, and her parents had kept Phillip, had raised him with their other children, so he’d fared better than most in his situation.
He’d been sent to excellent schools, had mingled in High Society, and he had his own fortune that allowed him to live comfortably. He’d been lucky, had thrived in spite of his lineage, but he worried about his many half-siblings who hadn’t been similarly blessed.
Phillip had first stumbled on one of them in a brothel. Thankfully, the girl had been working as a housemaid, rather than a whore, but she’d become ill and was tossed out on the streets before he could learn what had happened to her. She’d died alone, of consumption, with no one to hold her hand or mourn her passing, and her death had galvanized him.
He’d made it his life’s mission to find as many of them as he could, to see them safe and secure.
Phillip studied his father’s records and searched for children who had his golden blond hair and emerald green eyes. Most of them also carried a birthmark on their wrist, a figure-eight called the ‘Mark of Trent’. It was a brand of sorts, a symbol of paternity that Charles couldn’t deny.
As Charles’s oldest—though illegitimate—son, Phillip had an ability to manipulate Charles as no one else could. When Phillip located a sibling, he made Charles acknowledge them, but he couldn’t make Charles repent his behavior. Charles didn’t possess the capacity to rue or regret. He never suffered an ounce of remorse. He didn’t know the meaning of the word guilt.
Then again, the women he seduced always loved him. Even after they were in terrible trouble, even after it was obvious he was gone and never coming back, none of them ever wanted him blamed.
“I take it I was busy that year,” Charles said.
“Very.”
Charles smiled—as if with a fond memory. “How many children have you discovered?”
“At least six, and it sounds as if they’re all girls.”
Charles had a propensity for siring daughters, and they were the ones Phillip was most desperate to locate. A natural born daughter, without funds or familial support, was at risk as a son could never be.
“I suppose,” Charles sighed dramatically, “that you’ll be demanding dowries for all of them.”
“You know I will.”
“You’ll beggar me before you’re through.”
“Here’s hoping.”
Charles snorted. “If I didn’t enjoy your company quite so much, I’d never put up with you. I encourage your meddling when I ought to see you ruined.”
“You don’t have the means.”
“You might be surprised.”
Charles raised an imperious brow, appearing elegant and ruthless, as if he might do something horrid to Phillip, but he never would. Although Charles lacked a conscience, he actually liked Phillip very much.
“Now about that summer...”
Phillip was determined to glean as many details as he could, but Charles cut him off.
“It’s rude of you to pester me. You should honor your father rather than constantly berating him.”
“I honor you. I just don’t worship you. Despite how you pretend otherwise, you have many flaws.”
“I have no flaws,” Charles insisted, and it was Phillip’s turn to snort a reply.
Charles truly believed he was a perfect human specimen. And why wouldn’t he? He was rich, vain, and extremely spoiled by the fact that he’d always been able to act precisely as he pleased.
At age forty-eight, he was an intriguing, mesmerizing man. With a single glance, he seemed to delve to the heart of the matter, seemed to understand all your troubles and woes. Which was all a complete illusion, but it had led many females astray.
Phillip looked exactly like him, having inherited the same physique, hair, and eyes, as well as his disturbing tendencies toward debauchery and deceit, but fortunately, Phillip had inherited his mother’s best traits, too. He was loyal and ethical, but he fought a daily battle to ensure that his mother’s superior characteristics triumphed over his father’s inferior ones.
Their carriage rattled to a halt, their brief conversation at an end. They were caught in the line of vehicles discharging passengers at the Wainwright mansion. Hundreds of London’s premier citizens were arriving to attend the Duke’s latest soiree, though it was a mystery how he was paying for such an elaborate party. On credit, no doubt, with shopkeepers unaware of the pending fiscal catastrophe that Charles had engineered.
“I’ll stop by in the morning,” Phillip said, “to discuss this further.”
“Susan will be delighted,” Charles said with a straight face.
Susan was Charles’s long-suffering wife. She knew about his dastardly habits, and she bore it all in a silent rage. She hated Phillip and detested him visiting their home, but Charles ignored her complaints—as he ignored everything about her.
“I’d like to probe your memory as to names and dates.”
“It’s a waste of time.” Charles gave a casual shrug. “Unless my partner was a princess or some other highborn lady—“
“You ruined a princess?”
“Yes, and it was great fun, too. But as I was saying, unless there is some special reason to remember the girl, I won’t be much help.”
“You wouldn’t want any of your daughters destitute or imperiled, would you?” Phillip let a hint of threat seep into his voice.
“Of course not. There have just been so many. It’s hard to keep track.”
A footman opened the door and lowered the step, and Charles grinned.
“Give my regards to Clarendon,” he said. “Hopefully, by Christmas, that house will be mine.”
“It’s entailed. You can’t have it; I already checked.”
“I guess I’ll have to settle for taking the furnishings.”
“I don’t suppose there’s any use in my asking again that you reconsider his debt.”
“No. I’ve loathed him for three decades, and I finally have him right where I want him.”
“Your obstinacy is wreaking havoc on my friendship with Michael.”
“He’ll get over it.”
“I’ve been wondering: When you won the wager, did you cheat?”
“Cheat?” Charles scoffed. “Honestly, Phillip, where do you hear such things?”
Phillip studied Charles’s expression, which was impossible to read, but Phillip was positive the man was guilty as hell. He always was.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Phillip said. “We’ll talk about illicit fornication.”
“Ah, my favorite topic.”
With a weary chuckle, Phillip climbed out and proceeded down the street to the mansion. Once inside, he worked his way through the crowd, searching for Anne Wainwright and finding her over by the stairs.
He started toward her, drawn to her like a moth to a flame, but as usual, she didn’t notice his approach. He’d just reached out to lay a hand on her arm, to make one of his pathetic attempts at touching her, when another fellow claimed her for a dance. She smiled and totted off, not aware that Phillip had been dawdling behind her like a supplicant.
At his folly, he shook his head, disgusted that he couldn’t ignore his insane attraction to her. He went to find Michael, instead, and located him in a rear corner, drinking and skulking behind the potted plants.
“Why are you hiding?” Phillip inquired as he grabbed a glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray.
“I’m bored to death, and I don’t want any debutantes—or their mothers— accosting me. I can’t believe I’m back in London and living with my father. It’s a nightmare come true.”
Phillip laughed. “How was your trip to the country?”
“Extremely interesting. Have you ever been told that you have a sister named Fanny Carrington?”
“No, why?”
“The woman I met resembles you and your father.”
“Didn’t you tell me her father was a vicar?”
“Yes.”
While Charles was despicable, it wasn’t likely that he’d stooped to impregnating vicars’ wives, but who could be sure?
Phillip shrugged. “You know my father. Anything is possible.”
Just then, Anne waltzed by, and instantly, Phillip’s attention was riveted on her, his fascination blatant and difficult to conceal.
“There’s Anne,” Michael pointed out, “dancing with Longworth.”
“She certainly is.”
“She fancies him,” Michael insisted, and he seemed to be deliberately goading Phillip. “She mentioned it at breakfast.”
“She does not fancy him,” Phillip snarled through clenched teeth.
“Why don’t you ask her to dance, yourself?”
“I’d rather not.”
Michael smirked.
Phillip suspected that Michael had deduced Phillip’s idiotic infatuation, but he’d never embarrassed Phillip by directly alluding to it. His preferred method was sly innuendo.
“Did you talk to Charles for me?” Michael queried.
“Yes, and you know how stubborn he is. He’s not about to change his mind.”
Michael growled with frustration. “You realize that this will force me to marry Rebecca, don’t you?”
“You poor man.” Phillip oozed false sympathy. “Imagine having to wed such a rich, gorgeous wife! It will be absolute hell having all her money in your bank account.”
“Oh, do be silent.”
A fuss erupted at the top of the stairs, as the next guest was announced, and Phillip chuckled with malicious glee.
“Speak of the devil,” Phillip said, “here she comes.”
“Yes, she does.” Michael sighed.
“Do you expect she’ll be wearing her tiara?”
“I hope not. I can’t abide such silliness.”
“Lady Rebecca Talbot,” the butler intoned, his melodious voice cascading across the cavernous space.
All heads turned, and for a few moments, Rebecca froze until everyone was watching her, then she descended, taking the steps slowly, holding them rapt with her splendor and poise. With her flawless face and perfect skin, she was a celebrated beauty, more exquisite than any debutante in years.
Her white-blond hair shimmered, her icy blue eyes sweeping the room, searching for and immediately honing in on Michael.
Phillip chuckled again. “It appears that she’s left the tiara at home.”
“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
“Very much.”
“I thought we were friends, so have pity on me. How about if you marry Rebecca?”
Phillip gave a mock shudder. “I wouldn’t have that ice maiden in my bed. She’d freeze my vital parts and I’m very attached to them.”
“Yet you think I should make the sacrifice? What about my vital parts?”
“She’s very pretty, and you have to pick an heiress. And don’t forget: They’re all the same in the dark after you blow out the candle.”
“But I always envisioned I’d have a bride who was...was...”
“A bride who was what?” Phillip said when he couldn’t finish.
“Well, I assumed I’d at least...like her.”
“You want to like your wife? I didn’t realize you were such a romantic.” Phillip chortled with amusement.
“I’m wretched enough as it is. Quit harassing me.”
“I can’t help it if you’re being ridiculous.” Phillip sobered and counseled, “You’re making this too difficult.”
“How?”
“Wed her, get her pregnant, and stash her in the country. Buy yourself a mistress. You can like her all you want. Then when you tire of her, you can buy yourself another and another and another.”
Rebecca had reached the bottom of the stairs, and she was crossing the floor, proceeding directly toward Michael.
“Do you ever wish you were someone else,” Michael said, “someone with no responsibilities, who lived a different kind of life?”
“That was you six months ago,” Phillip reminded him, “before John died.”
“Oh...so it was.”
Rebecca was coming closer, closer. The doors to the verandah were open, and from Michael’s pained expression, Phillip thought he would bolt, but before he could escape, Rebecca neared and slipped a proprietary hand onto his arm.
“Hello, Rebecca,” Michael said. “When did you arrive?”
At his claiming not to have witnessed her grand entrance, she was very aggravated, but she tamped down her irritation, not wanting Michael to notice that she had a temper—which she did.
“I expected you to be waiting for me at the foot of the stairs,” she complained.
“I didn’t see you,” Michael lied. “Sorry.”
“Rebecca, where is your tiara?” Phillip inquired.
Her eyes narrowed, her displeasure clear. “Is there some reason you feel it appropriate to comment on my attire?”
“No,” Phillip replied. “I simply like to annoy you.”
She bit down on a furious retort, and she gazed up at Michael, struggling to appear cool and composed.
“Michael”—her voice was a practiced, grating feminine purr—“I don’t care for the company in this part of the ballroom. May we mingle with the other guests?”
“Certainly.”
Michael hated their bickering, and he flashed Phillip an exasperated look, then led her away, and as Phillip watched them saunter off, he huffed out a relieved breath. There were many advantages to not being his father’s legitimate son and heir, and avoiding marriage to a girl like Rebecca was the biggest benefit of all.

“Have you seen the boy?” the Duke asked.
“Yes, Your Grace,” Michael said.
The morning sun was very bright, and Michael rubbed his forehead, desperate to alleviate the ache. He’d spent the prior evening at Rebecca’s side, only able to tolerate her prattle by drinking too much, and he had the worst hangover ever. His mood was foul, his disposition raw.
“And...?”
“He’s the spitting image of John.”
“You have no doubt?”
“None.”
“Damn,” the Duke cursed. “I was hoping he’d have red hair and brown eyes.”
“There’s no way you can deny paternity, if that’s what you were thinking.”
“What if it was?” the wily old bastard snapped.
“He has every Wainwright feature. There’s not a court in the land that would believe you. You’d be a fool to try.”
“So what now?” Anne spoke from across the room where she was seated at a writing desk and finishing her correspondence.
“Now,” the Duke cut in, “we bring him to London. What would you suppose?”
“Have you talked to the mother?” Anne queried.
“No, but I chatted with the aunt several times.”
“What was her opinion?”
“I couldn’t ask her.”
“What?” the Duke gasped. “Are you daft?”
“They’re very close, and Thomas is very attached to her. She’d never agree.”
“Who the hell cares?” the Duke protested. “She’s irrelevant to the entire issue.”
“Father!” Anne groused, but as usual, the Duke ignored her.
“For God’s sake, Michael,” the Duke fumed, “get back to Sussex and retrieve him. Why all the delay?”
Michael went to the window and peered outside, and he saw Rebecca’s coach arriving. He glanced over at the Duke. “Before I stir this hornet’s nest, I need to hear that you’re still resolved. Are you?”
“Of course. Have you ever known me to change my mind once I’m set on an idea?”
It was the Duke’s greatest fault and greatest strength, his unwavering ability to forge on without vacillation.
“What is your view of Fanny Carrington?” the Duke continued. “It sounds as if the two of you were awfully friendly. Is she as loose as her sister?”
“Shut up, Father,” Michael seethed. “The journey exhausted me, and I’m not in the mood for your crudity.”
Anne said to Michael, “If Thomas is so terribly fond of Frances, perhaps we should leave him where he is.”
“We just can’t,” Michael replied, detesting what he was prepared to do. “His natural mother is a nightmare, and they’re living in squalid conditions. Thomas can’t stay with them.”
“Are you positive?” Anne inquired.
“Yes.”
“Wonderful! It’s all arranged.” The Duke rubbed his hands together as if they were about to sit down to a good meal. “When can you go fetch him?”
“Tomorrow, I guess,” Michael responded.
When he was through, Fanny would hate him, but it couldn’t be helped. He would do this dreadful thing to her, without regret or remorse. He would do it for Thomas. He would do it for his dead brother whom he’d loved.
Thomas would become a Wainwright, would be showered with all the pomp and grandeur that could be bestowed on a little boy. Fanny would never recover from the betrayal, and she would definitely never forgive Michael.
At the notion, he nearly balked at carrying out the Duke’s command, but the moment was lost as the butler stepped into the room and announced, “Lady Rebecca is here to see you, Lord Henley. Are you at home?”
Michael shook off his uncertainty, pushing Fanny far from his mind.
“Yes, I’m at home.”

Anne Wainwright tarried on the verandah, staring out across the park toward the river. Michael and Rebecca were strolling arm in arm, and with him being so dark and distinctive, and her so lithe and fair, they were an attractive couple. It was difficult not to watch them.
Their heads were bent close, and she was curious as to what they were discussing. Were they whispering lover’s secrets? Maybe they were debating how many children they would have.
A wave of envy swept through her, and she was surprised by its virulence. She was twenty-five now, and quickly approaching twenty-six. The Duke was a proud, vain man who’d rejected so many offers for her that she couldn’t count them all. In the beginning, he’d insisted he couldn’t find a suitable match, but as one matrimonial season had ended, then another, it had become obvious that he wasn’t doing her any favors.
The pathetic fact was that the Duke liked having her by his side. She occupied herself with the duties his wife would have assumed, so he didn’t need to remarry, and she suspected that he would never free her from her assigned role.
Off in the distance, there were sailboats out on the Thames, and suddenly, she suffered the strongest urge to run to the water’s edge. She’d like to flag down a passing captain, would like to climb aboard and sail away.
She felt as if she was choking on her boring, tedious life, and it would be marvelous to vanish. If something didn’t happen—and soon—she might start screaming and never stop.
“Anne,” someone called from behind her, and she spun to see Phillip walking outside, and he came over and balanced a hip on the balustrade.
“Hello, Phillip.”
She’d known him since she was a girl, since Michael had first dragged him home on a school holiday as if he were a stray puppy.
He was so tall and broad, and he always looked as if he was laughing at her, as if he thought her stuffy or silly, and she was never positive of how to converse with him. When she did bother to speak, he left her with the impression that she’d said exactly the wrong thing.
“Have they settled the issue?” he asked as he saw Michael and Rebecca together.
“Not that I’m aware. She only just arrived.”
“What’s your opinion? Will he propose?”
“He’s a fool if he doesn’t.”
“Michael a fool?” he mused. “Why? Because he won’t marry Rebecca?”
“She’s lovely,” Anne declared, “and she has the appropriate ancestry.”
She sounded like a parrot, spewing the Duke’s phrases without conscious reflection. She glanced at Phillip, to check his reaction, and it seemed as if he’d rolled his eyes in exasperation.
“Do you imagine Michael will be happy with her?” he inquired.
“Why wouldn’t he be?”
Happiness had nothing to do with marriage. Michael would choose his bride for the typical reasons: money, property, and to sire an heir to continue the line.
“Wouldn’t you like him to be happy?” Phillip pressed, and from how he was assessing her, she felt it was a trick question that had no right answer.
“Well...yes.”
“And you presume that Rebecca will make him happy?”
“Don’t you?”
“I suppose—if he wants a bride who’s just like you.”
At voicing the remark, he appeared so accursedly innocent, but there was an undercurrent to his words that seemed to be an insult.
It had never occurred to her that Rebecca wasn’t a suitable candidate to be Michael’s wife. She’d been John’s fiancée for years, and she was Anne’s friend, like a detached younger sister and practically part of the family, yet Phillip implied that Rebecca was all wrong for Michael. In what way? By what standard?
Phillip changed the subject. “How did Michael’s investigation go in the country? I tried to pry the details out of him, but he was very tight-lipped. What happened?”
“It was...difficult.”
She didn’t like him to be so conversant with Wainwright business, so her tone was very snide—when she hadn’t intended it to be.
“And how was it difficult, Lady Anne?”
He only referred to her as Lady Anne, when he thought she was being ridiculous, and his overbearing manner set a spark to her temper.
“It means just that,” she snapped. “He’s met Thomas, and the child’s situation is very dire.”
“Surely, you can dish out more dirt than that. Or am I so unworthy that I can’t be graced with any gossip?”
“What are you saying?”
“You’re up on your high-horse—as usual—so you must have been listening to the Duke harangue. Let me guess: Thomas’s base blood is horribly diluted, and he’s so far beneath all of you, but you’re prepared to sacrifice on his behalf by bringing him here against his will.”
“Against his will!” she sputtered. “He’s a Wainwright!”
Phillip constantly sniped about lineage, and she loathed how he tried to make her feel guilty because she’d been born above him. It wasn’t her fault that his father had been a philandering roué, and Anne wouldn’t apologize for the entire social structure upon which England was founded.
She refused to be sorry for who he was—or who she was.
“No one said anything terrible about Thomas,” she insisted.
“I’ll bet the Duke was a veritable fount of charity.”
Phillip was smirking, and she’d have liked to slap his smug smile off his face.
“He simply wants Thomas raised with us in London.”
“The Duke isn’t the sort who’d be glad about it. Why do I sense that Thomas will suffer the trauma of being removed from his family and that he’ll never truly be welcomed by any of you?”
“What a hideous accusation! He’s John’s son. Of course I’ll welcome him!”
“Will you? And how about the Duke? He’s such a compassionate man.”
Phillip viewed their affluence and position as suspect qualities, and he repeatedly attributed wicked motives to them, which made her furious.
“If you must know, Thomas’s mother is a shrew, and they’re very poor. Michael wondered if they might even be starving. He didn’t think there was any food in the house, so Thomas can’t remain where he is. Is that adequate information to satisfy your morbid curiosity? Have I sufficiently justified myself to you?”
“Yes, thank you,” he sarcastically replied. “So it’s decided? Michael will bring him to London?”
“It looks like it.”
“How do you feel about that? You said you don’t mind, but do you? You’ll bear much of the burden.”
“It’s best that he be raised here. We can give him everything a boy could ever want when his mother can give him nothing at all.”
“There are some things that are more important than wealth and excess.”
“Really? And what might those be?”
“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”
He stepped in, his body suddenly trapping her against the balustrade. She couldn’t escape unless she pushed him away.
He rested a hand on her waist, and she could feel the heat of his skin through skirt and petticoat. She gazed up at him, and there was a glimmer in his expression that she’d never noticed before. It made her heart race and her palms sweat.
“Don’t you ever get sick of this?” His tone was low and angry.
“Of what?”
“Of this bowing and scraping to your father!”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Don’t you?”
“No. I have a fine life.”
“He’s got you so befuddled that you can’t see what’s right in front of your nose.”
“I can see that you’re a horse’s ass.”
“And that’s my best trait.”
He reached into his coat and retrieved one of his calling cards. To her stunned amazement, he stuffed it under the neckline of her gown. It dangled there, braced under dress, corset, and chemise.
“If you ever grow up,” he said, “call on me first.”
“I’m an unmarried lady. I could never....call on you. It’s just not done.”
“It’s done all the time—by women who know what they want.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Precisely.”
He stormed past her and down into the yard, then he headed for Michael and Rebecca. Michael saw him coming, and he smiled and waved, but Rebecca glowered at the interruption.
Rebecca had confessed that she detested Phillip and deemed him an ill-bred acquaintance who was undeserving of Michael’s affection, but she’d never state her misgivings aloud—at least not before the wedding. Afterward, Michael would likely hear plenty on the topic.
Phillip went over to them, and they strolled off. Anne watched them, but she was pondering Phillip and what he’d implied. He’d acted as if unchaperoned women regularly stopped by his home, and the notion made her peculiarly jealous when she couldn’t figure out why she would be.
If he consorted with every doxy in London, why should she care? What was it to her if he had a reputation as contemptible as his father’s?
She was incensed that she tolerated his boorish behavior—why did she?—and she could conceive of a thousand nasty things she’d have said to him if he’d still been there with her.
As if she could summon him back through sheer force of will, she scowled and fumed, sending her livid thoughts winging toward him, but he never once glanced her way.

The Duke stood at the window in his library, peering out over the park behind the house, where Anne was quarreling with Phillip. The Duke could have saved her the trouble by banning Phillip from the property, but he wouldn’t give Trent the satisfaction of knowing the Duke cared if Phillip visited.
Phillip said something rude, Anne retorted, and Phillip stomped off, which had the Duke chuckling. They had never gotten along because Anne wasn’t very smart, and her idiocy drove Phillip to distraction.
Phillip was the only man the Duke had ever met who wasn’t in awe of Anne’s position, and he’d have been an excellent match for her, but the Duke would never allow a union between them, for he would never sully his bloodline with one of Trent’s bastards.
Michael and Rebecca had just come inside, and they were walking down the hall, as the Duke eavesdropped to ascertain what Michael was thinking.
Michael was more circumspect than John had been, more guarded and independent, and he would often gainsay the Duke just for the pleasure of asserting himself. Michael might act on any wild urge before the Duke could discourage him, and if Michael decided against Rebecca, it would be impossible to persuade him otherwise.
“When your nephew arrives,” Rebecca was nagging, “what will you do with him?”
“I haven’t worked out the details,” Michael replied.
“Well, it wouldn’t be proper for him to reside with your father, so where will you put him? In an orphanage?”
“An orphanage! Good Lord, Rebecca, I never would.”
“Why not?”
“He’s my nephew.”
“Just barely.”
“We own many fine mansions. I’m sure we can find a place for one small boy.”
“But far from London.”
Apparently, Rebecca was as disturbed by Thomas as the Duke was, himself. Maybe more so. She wasn’t about to welcome the little bastard, and in that respect, he and Rebecca were in complete accord.
The Duke had devised numerous schemes regarding the lad, but none that would actually benefit him.
Once the Duke had control of the boy, he’d have control of the boy’s money, and there were many ways to guarantee that not a single farthing was ever spent on him.
If it had been up to the Duke, the windfall would have remained a secret, with the Duke keeping John’s bequest for his own use, and the boy living out his life in squalor and poverty. But there had been too many witnesses at the reading of John’s will, so the inheritance was common knowledge, with everyone expecting it to be honored.
He would pretend the boy was being provided for, would make it appear that he was wallowing in John’s largesse, but the Duke had other plans for that fortune.
“I had considered,” Michael was telling Rebecca, “purchasing my own home, so Thomas can live with me.”
There was a stunned pause, then she laughed. “You’re teasing me, aren’t you? And trying to get a reaction? I mean, what would people say if they found out?”
“Why would I care what they say?”
“But Michael, imagine the scandal.” She changed the subject, fake cheer in her voice. “Have I mentioned that I’m off to Bath with my cousin? She’s invited me to take the waters with her, and I promised I would.”
“That should be enjoyable.” Michael sounded bored to tears.
“But after I return, I’ll have several months free. I’m available for...well... whatever.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
They walked on, and the Duke listened as Michael escorted her to the door and sent her on her way. Shortly, he trudged into the library, and he proceeded to the sideboard and poured himself a brandy. He swilled it down, shuddered, then collapsed onto a chair. He looked pale and haggard.
“Long night?” the Duke noted.
“Yes, and an even longer day. I’m so hung-over that I feel as if the top of my head might simply blow off.”
“Then I suppose it’s the worst time to converse on any serious topic, but what is your answer?”
“To what question?”
“Will you have Rebecca or won’t you?”
“You heard her chattering, and you’re correct: This is the worst possible time to ask me.”
“When would be better?”
“How about when I’m not so aggravated by her?”
The Duke snorted, poured his own drink, then sat at the desk, facing his beleaguered son.
“Trust me on this, Michael. I’ve wed four of these girls. I’ve courted dozens more, and I’ve copulated with even dozens more than that. She’d no different from any of them.”
“High praise, indeed.”
“At least she’s pretty.”
“Is that all that matters to you? That she’s easy on the eyes?”
“Of course not. There are also her dowry and ancestry.”
“It just seems a silly reason to wed.”
“What would be a more appropriate reason?”
“How about finding a mate with whom you’re a bit compatible?”
“Egad, Michael, if you want a chum¸ buy yourself a dog.”
The Duke was furious, but he didn’t dare show any anger. He’d learned from hard experience that Michael was extremely stubborn, so he had to tread cautiously.
“I can’t stand her,” Michael said resentfully.
“So? What husband can stand his wife? Even the couples who start out cordial end up loathing each other. It’s the way of these things.”
Michael scoffed with disgust. “You are such a cold-hearted bastard.”
“Must I remind you that we need her money? We need it!”
“Yes, we do.”
Michael rose and poured himself another drink, then he went to the window and stared outside. He was pensive, weary, sipping his liquor, reviewing his options.
“What happened while you were away?” the Duke pried. “Why has this arrangement suddenly become so unpalatable to you?”
“She should have been John’s. He wanted her, but I don’t, and you’re trying to foist her off on me anyway. I can’t force myself to be glad about it—and I don’t care how accursedly rich she is.”
“John couldn’t bear her,” the Duke said. “If he told you otherwise, he was lying.”
The Duke was quiet, worried over what had occurred while Michael was in the country. Michael hadn’t been keen on the match, but he hadn’t been mortally opposed either. Something must have transpired to leave him so ambivalent.
“Michael”—he spoke to his son’s stiff back—“you know you have to wed and sire an heir as quickly as you’re able. You know you have to. I allowed John to debate and delay, but I’m out of time. I don’t frivolously ask this of you.”
Michael whipped around, his temper barely controlled. “I’m a grown man, Your Grace, and I am well aware of my duty. You don’t have to remind me of it.”
“Well, you don’t act as if you remember. John’s been deceased for six bloody months already! How much longer will you dither? What if you’re killed in an accident tomorrow? What if you come down with the putrid sore throat and perish next week? What will we do?”
“I’ll try my damnedest to stay alive,” Michael sneered.
“Don’t be smart with me,” the Duke scolded. “I’m tired of this pointless and idiotic rumination. If you don’t want Rebecca, then who the hell do you want? Name another girl who’s suitable and available. Name her, and we’ll make an offer this afternoon.”
He sat, drumming his fingers on the desktop. Waiting. Waiting.
The moment spun on forever, the Duke on tenterhooks, and as Michael pondered his dwindling choices, he appeared very grim.
“Fine,” he ultimately fumed, “I’ll marry her.”


CHAPTER SIX
“I wondered when you’d be back.”
Camilla studied Lord Henley with a jaundiced eye.
When he’d shown up a few weeks earlier, she’d recognized him, and she’d been intrigued as to why he’d hidden his identity. She’d played along, being curious over his subterfuge and where it would lead. As she’d suspected, they’d finally come for Thomas.
The Wainwrights—for all their money and pomp—were an infertile lot. The Duke had been married four times, but only his first wife had ever conceived. Of his three adult children, only John had sired a son. Thomas was worth his weight in gold.
“May I sit, Miss Carrington?” His emotions were carefully masked, but he couldn’t completely conceal his distaste for the surroundings.
“By all means.” She gestured to the chair opposite.
“Is your sister here?”
“No. She should be gone until supper.”
“And Thomas?”
“He’s out in the yard.”
“Good. I don’t want him upset while we talk.”
“I think I know your purpose, so I’ll be blunt.” She assessed him, calculating how many pounds he might be coerced into coughing up. “I’m open to any offer you’d like to extend, but I must advise you that my price will probably be much higher than you’ve estimated.”
He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “My father, Duke of Clarendon, has instructed me to bring Thomas to London. To live with our family.”
“Forever?”
“Yes.”
“What are the conditions?”
“You’ll sign over full custody to me, and you’ll relinquish any authority over him. In perpetuity. There will be no checking in, no holiday visits. The break will be clean and total.”
At his uttering the word perpetuity, he evaluated her as if expecting her to blanch with shock, but it was the precise term she’d been hoping to hear.
“Fine,” she coolly replied. “What will I receive in exchange?”
He reached into a satchel and pulled out a legal document. “We’ve purchased a house, in a fashionable neighborhood in town, where you will be permitted to reside for the rest of your natural life. We’ll also bestow a quarterly allowance. Your expenses will be your own, paid out of that allowance, and it will be the extent of our debt to you. You will never seek more, and you will not contact us again about Thomas or any other issue.”
“And if I decide later that I want more, what will you do?”
“We will withdraw all support and have you evicted. If you try to fight us in the courts, we will have you branded an unfit mother. We’ll have Thomas, and you’ll have nothing at all.”
Her cheeks flamed with fury. He was so pompously smug, and she yearned to tell him what she thought of him, but she never would. She was too keen to have what he was eager to provide.
“Let me see the papers.”
He gave them to her, and they were silent as she read. The language was very clear, and the stipend was nearly twice what she’d been prepared to demand. She would return to London in triumph, would become a popular hostess and run with a fast, exciting crowd. Her dreams were all coming true!
The last page wasn’t a document, but a sketch of a house. She picked it up and scrutinized it.
“Is this the house?” she queried.
“Yes. I figured you’d like to have some notion of what we’ve bought. There’s a description of the rooms attached.”
Fleetingly, she glanced at it, pretending scant interest while her innards were churning with anticipation. It was small, but modern and stylish. She was already picturing how it would be decorated.
“I suppose it will do.” She feigned boredom and tossed the stack on the table. “However, it’s such a huge building that I’m afraid the allowance is too low. To keep it in good repair, I’d need double of what you’ve suggested.”
“I’m sure you would”—his smile was grim—“but this is our one and only offer. The terms are non-negotiable.”
“Then I guess I’ll keep the boy,” she bluffed.
“I guess you will.”
He scooped up the papers and began shoving them into his satchel, and she suffered a moment of panic, cursing herself for a fool.
“Let’s not be hasty,” she quickly said. “I’m positive we can work this out.”
“I’m positive we can, too.”
He was gentleman enough not to gloat, but then, with very little effort, he was going to get what he’d come for. He produced a quill and ink jar, and she wrote her name at the bottom of the contract.
“Will you be taking him with you?” She was anxious to have the affair concluded before Fanny could return and raise a fuss.
“Yes. I have a nurse in my carriage, to help me watch over him on the way to town. When we pass through the village, I have another coach waiting, and I’ll send it for you. Your new home is ready. I thought you might like to move in immediately.”
“I would. Thank you.”
“What about your sister?” he oddly asked.
“What about her?”
“I assume she’ll be traveling with you. You’ll have to explain the details to her and give her time to accept the changes.”
Camilla had no intention of bringing Fanny to London. Henley had the signed contract, and Camilla had a copy of it, so she didn’t need to hedge or fib. Fanny’s name wasn’t on any of the pages, and so long as Camilla didn’t pester the Wainwrights, Henley couldn’t renege.
“Despite Fanny being referred to as my sister,” Camilla clarified, “she and I are not related.”
“You’re not?”
“No. She was a foundling, left on the church steps. My father was the vicar, and my parents took her in and reared her as their own.”
“But if she doesn’t come with you, what will happen to her?”
“I don’t have any idea,” she stated.
His arrogant gaze swept the decrepit space, and he seemed aghast, which could only indicate that he’d formed an absurd attachment to Fanny. The prospect had Camilla clenching her teeth with resentment.
Everyone had always loved Fanny, when no one had ever loved Camilla. She couldn’t bear to suppose that Henley was sweet on Fanny, and if he was stupid enough to be infatuated, then he deserved any misery Camilla conferred.
“You’re a ruthless woman, Miss Carrington,” he rightly charged. “Fanny has stayed with you and supported you through all your troubles.”
“You’re mad if you think so. I am her guardian—not the other way around—and you haven’t a clue of what it’s been like to keep her in line.”
“What are you saying?”
“She mentioned your quarrel with those boys in the village. You’re aware of what they said about her.”
“They claimed she’s a whore. You’ll never make me believe it.”
“Why would I lie? I admit to having one carnal indiscretion in my life, when I loved your brother, and I’m not sorry for it. But what those boys told you was the sad fact: She’s dallied with half the county.”
“She has not.”
“My only salvation has been that she birthed no bastards. It’s been sufficiently difficult to care for Thomas after my father died, but if she’d had a gaggle of children, too, I don’t know how we’d have survived.”
He went to the small window and stared out in the yard, and she could sense that she’d struck a nerve. He didn’t want the story to be true, but he was disturbed by it all the same.
Finally, he spun toward her, and his eyes glimmered with a powerful emotion she couldn’t identify. Anger? Regret?
“If it will make you feel better,” Camilla lied, “I can send her a regular allowance out of the stipend you’re paying me.”
“That would be very generous of you.”
“It won’t be much, but then, it doesn’t cost much to live here. She’ll get on fine.”
At hearing her offer to share her money with Fanny, he looked vastly relieved, and she could barely keep from laughing with malicious glee. He’d return to London, assuming his precious Fanny safe and secure, when her reality would be very bleak.
“I’d like to be on my way,” he said, seeming aggrieved. “Would you call Thomas inside and explain what’s to occur?”
He glared at Camilla as if she were vermin, as if he’d soiled himself by visiting her, and his disdain had her ecstatic over the false tale she’d woven about Fanny’s chastity. She hoped he stewed over it for months!
She rose and walked to the rear door and hollered for Thomas.
As he approached, she inquired, “I was wondering: Why didn’t your brother come himself?”
“He died in a carriage accident.”
“When?”
“Six months ago.”
The news was like a knife to her heart. For nearly a decade, she’d dreamed of seeing him again, of making him fall in love with her as he had so easily the first time.
When she’d initially been forced home from London, pregnant and in disgrace, she hadn’t even been allowed to say goodbye to him. She’d waited so patiently, sure that he would be frantic over finding she’d gone. He would realize he missed her, would hurry to rescue her from her parents’ shame and her neighbors’ scorn.
Over the years, she’d invented hundreds of scenarios, where he arrived, grinning and apologetic and eager to be with her. Certain of his affection and devotion, she’d never lost faith, she’d never given up on him, and this was the result?
The universe was too, too cruel!
She wanted to question Henley further, wanted to ask how often John had mentioned her, but Thomas entered, foiling any conversation.
“You remember Fanny’s friend, don’t you, Thomas? Mr. Waverly?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “Hello, sir.”
“Hello, Thomas.”
“I have a surprise for you,” Camilla said. “Mr. Waverly is actually Lord Henley. He’s your uncle.”
Thomas was confused, not understanding the magnitude of the pronouncement.
He frowned. “My uncle?”
“I’ve told you about your father. Lord Henley is his brother.”
“Oh,” Thomas mumbled, still not clear.
“He’s going to take you to London—for an adventure. You’re off to meet your grandfather, the Duke of Clarendon. I told you about him, too. Remember?”
A grandfather was a concept Thomas comprehended very well, and he smiled. “Really? I’m to meet my other grandfather?”
“Would you like that, Thomas?” Henley queried.
“Yes, sir, very much.” Thomas gazed at Camilla. “But Aunt Fanny isn’t here. We can’t leave without her.”
“Fanny and I are staying behind. We’ll...ah...we’ll be here when you get back,” she fibbed, not seeing any reason for him to know he wasn’t coming back.
After he’d spent a few days in the Duke’s ostentatious mansion, being showered with expensive gifts, Fanny would be but a distant memory.
“You don’t need to pack a bag for him,” Henley instructed. “I’ll buy him new things in town. Unless he has some favorite toys he’d like to bring?”
“His toys were sold long ago to purchase food.”
The revelation left Henley temporarily speechless, but he quickly recovered.
“Let’s go,” Henley said to Thomas, urging him outside.
Thomas was a polite boy, and usually, he did as Camilla bid him, but as he saw the fancy couch-and-four, with the fat, stern nurse dawdling next to it, he hesitated and peered over at Camilla.
“Are you certain, Mother?”
“Of course I am. Get in.”
“I need to say goodbye to Aunt Fanny. She’ll be very hurt if I don’t. May I wait for her?”
Camilla was about to shout at him, to march over and physically fling him into the coach, when Henley said, “You’ll be away for only a short while, Thomas.”
Thomas studied him and bought into the lie.
“All right, sir.”
“And,” Camilla added, “your uncle has written Fanny a note, telling her where you’ve gone and when you’ll return.”
“It will be soon, Mother, won’t it?”
“Very soon.”
Henley guided him to the carriage, as a cadre of servants watched. The liverymen were standing at attention, acting as if Thomas were European royalty, rather than an indigent country boy.
Camilla preened, delighted to have them recognize that she was the mother of such a precious cargo.
Thomas had just scrambled in, when suddenly, Fanny appeared down the lane, and Camilla cursed her luck.
Fanny glanced up and saw the coach, the nurse, and Michael Wainwright, and she scowled, her mind working furiously to decipher what it indicated.
“Michael!” she cried. “What are you doing?”
His head snapped around, and he glowered at Camilla. “I thought you said she’d be away for hours.”
“Camilla!” Fanny yelled. “What is it? What’s happening?”
“You go on,” Camilla told Henley. “I’ll deal with her.”
“Make sure she understands that this is for the best.”
“I will.”
She smirked as he turned his back and climbed into the carriage, and he rapped on the roof, eager to be off. The driver clicked the reins, and the horses started to pull the heavy conveyance.
As Fanny hurried toward it, the carriage picked up speed. She dashed by Camilla, chasing after it and hollering, “Michael! Michael, stop this instant!”
Thomas popped up in the window and leaned out.
“Aunt Fanny”—he was grinning and waving his arms—“I’m going to London with Mr. Waverly.”
Someone yanked on his jacket, and he vanished from view.
“Michael!” Fanny cried again, and she lunged to grab for the handle on the door, but she couldn’t reach it, and she stumbled to a halt as the vehicle raced away.
She stood, rooted to her spot, aghast as they disappeared. Once the dust had settled in their wake, she spun on Camilla.
“What have you done?” Fanny seethed. “Why is Mr. Waverly taking him?”
“Your dear Mr. Waverly isn’t Mr. Waverly. He’s Michael Wainwright, Lord Henley. John is...is...dead”—Camilla could hardly bear to utter the tragic comment—“and Henley is now the oldest son and heir to the Duke of Clarendon.”
“No!” Fanny was trembling, not able to believe it. “He’s not a Wainwright. He would have confided in me; he would have said.”
“He would have said,” Camilla mimicked in a sing-song voice. “He’s a lying, conniving scoundrel—just like the rest of them.”
“If you knew, why didn’t you tell me?”
“What’s to tell? He wanted Thomas, and I agreed to hand him over.”
Fanny gasped. “What?”
“I’ve signed over custody to them.”
“Custody!” Fanny clutched a fist over her heart as if she might faint. “For how long?”
“Forever. How long would you suppose?”
“But what does that mean?”
“It means that, from this point on, he’ll reside with his father’s family and enjoy all the privileges of being the Duke’s only grandchild.”
“But when will we see him?”
“Never.”
“Camilla, are you insane? You should have asked me. We should have discussed it.”
“There was naught to discuss. He’s not your son. He’s mine. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get ready.”
“Ready for what?”
“The Duke has bought me a house in London, and in a few minutes, Lord Henley is sending a private coach to escort me to town. So Fanny, despite how you always harangued, dreams really can come true.”
She walked away, humored by Fanny’s dismay, and she proceeded to her bedchamber. She ignored her clothes, family portraits, and the like, for there was nothing of that nature that she wanted to take.
Instead, she tossed some personal items into a bag: a brush, some combs for her hair, a necklace from John—the only gift she had from him. Poignantly, she traced her thumb over it, remembering the night he’d given it to her. She’d thought she would die of happiness.
He’d been so vibrant and alive, so merry and carefree. She couldn’t imagine a world without him in it, and it would be odd to go on without him, but go on she would.
He’d been her savoir after all.
She felt reborn, as if she’d arisen in the morning as one sort of woman, but she’d shed her skin, and by afternoon, she’d become someone else entirely.
At the foot of the bed, she knelt down and lifted the loose board, revealing the secret hole where they hid their remaining valuables. After peeking over her shoulder to be certain Fanny hadn’t entered, she hauled out the strongbox, fiddled with the lock, and opened it.
Without a shred of remorse, she stole the last of their cash, replaced the box, lowered the board, and rose.
She made a final search, checking to see if she’d missed anything, and by the time she returned to the yard, her carriage was rolling down the lane—as Henley had promised it would. Fanny was still standing where she’d been, and she looked thunderstruck, in a state of shock.
The coach rattled to a halt, and Camilla was furious to note that it was a rented hackney and not one of the Duke’s grand vehicles at all. There wasn’t even a footman to help her in. When she arrived in the city, there’d be no ducal coat-of-arms to indicate that an important dignitary was sequestered in it, and if Henley had been there, she’d have refused to get in until he supplied something finer.
But he was gone, and she wasn’t about to pay for her own transportation, so she couldn’t be choosey. She hoisted her bag to the driver, then fussed with the step herself.
Fanny shook off her stupor and approached.
“Where will you be?” she nagged as Camilla hefted herself in.
“I told you: in my new town house.”
“What if I need to contact you?”
“I can’t see why you would.”
“Camilla! This isn’t funny. Where will you be?”
“I left my address on the table in the kitchen,” she lied. “Write to me. Let me know how you’re doing.”
Fanny studied her, her displeasure clear, her censure annoying, but fortunately, Camilla didn’t have to put up with it another second.
“So...” Fanny fumed, “just like that, you’re going.”
“Yes, I am.”
“Without a moment’s thought to anybody else.”
“No. Not a moment’s thought. You’re shed of me; I’ll no longer be a daily burden. You should be celebrating.”
”What about Thomas?”
“What about him?”
Tears surged into Fanny’s eyes. “How could you, Camilla? How could you? If Father could see you now, what would he say?”
“I don’t give a bloody damn what the pious old codger would say. He never had a kind word for me his whole life. Neither did you. I’m well rid of you and this beastly village. I’m off to London, where no one will criticize or judge me.”
She barked at the driver to get a move on. With a crack of the whip, the horse jumped, and the carriage lurched forward.
“Camilla!” Fanny shouted.
“It’s a cruel world, Fanny,” Camilla called out the window. “You always said so. Good luck.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
“This is it, Miss. This is the place.”
“Thank you.”
Fanny flashed a wan smile at the teamster who’d given her a ride for the last few miles of her lengthy journey. She was so hungry and exhausted that she barely managed the climb to the ground. As her feet hit the bricks of the driveway, she stumbled and braced herself against the box of the wagon.
“Are you certain about this, Miss?” The teamster eyed her nervously as he studied the huge mansion nestled beyond the trees. “I hate to leave you. I can wait if you’d like.”
“No, no. You go on home—to your family and your supper.”
“It’s getting dark. It’s not safe for you to be out here by yourself.”
She peered up at the sky. The late summer day was swiftly waning, stars beginning to twinkle. A cool breeze whipped at her worn shawl, hinting that autumn was just around the corner. She shuddered and tugged at the tattered garment.
“You’re kind to worry,” she said, “but I’ll be fine.”
“If you’re sure, Miss...”
“I am. You go on.”
He hesitated, then lowered her portmanteau, and she caught it and dropped it at her feet. With a concerned scowl, he sighed and cracked his whip. His horses lumbered off, and she stood, watching until he disappeared down the road, then she walked through the gate.
She’d had no idea how to find Camilla in London, but the Duke of Clarendon was an infamous scoundrel, so it hadn’t been difficult to be directed to his sprawling property located just outside the city.
Off in the distance, it glimmered like a diamond in the fading light. It looked like a castle, like a residence where the King and Queen might live. There were high walls and ivy and turrets, and it was surrounded by acres and acres of manicured gardens. The windows were ablaze, candles burning in every room. Out front, many carriages were parked, as if the Duke was entertaining guests.
With her destination finally in sight, Fanny hastened toward it—her pulse pounding with relief in knowing that her trek was at an end.
After Camilla and Thomas had left, Fanny had suffered one catastrophe after the next. Camilla had stopped in the village and bragged about her windfall, so everyone had assumed that Fanny would share in it, too.
The people who’d paid her to sew had politely advised that since she and her sister were to be rich and indolent, they would give the work to poor women who needed the income, as Fanny apparently did not.
Fanny had been too ashamed to confess that she hadn’t been invited to London, and she’d returned to her cottage and waited for something to happen. For a letter or news. From Camilla. From Thomas. From Lord Henley.
She’d been anxious to write to Camilla, to learn that she was all right or that she’d heard from Thomas, but Camilla had provided no forwarding address as she’d promised she would. Camilla seemed able to coldly sever her family ties without a backward glance, but Fanny didn’t know how to behave so callously. The separation hurt and worried her, and she simply wasn’t the type of a person who could walk away from the only two people in the entire world to whom she could claim a connection.
Weeks had passed, with no word received from anyone, and Fanny had no way of contacting Camilla or Henley.
Though Fanny had scrimped and hoarded her dwindling provisions, she’d gradually eaten the last of her food, but with Camilla having taken their money, there’d been no cash to purchase more. Eventually, the landlord had come for the rent, and when Fanny didn’t have it, she’d been evicted. He’d let her keep a bag of clothes, but that was all, and it had been the greatest mortification of her life to trudge away and abandon what remained of her beloved mother’s dishes and other items.
As she’d dawdled in the quiet forest, bewildered and heartbroken and wondering what to do, she’d gotten very angry.
She wasn’t surprised by Camilla’s and Lord Henley’s perfidy. Camilla had always been selfish and greedy, and Fanny had heard enough stories about the Wainwrights to recognize that Henley could be ruthless. He’d acted precisely as she’d have predicted had she actually known who he was, but she hadn’t known.
He’d tricked and misled her, had deceived and deluded her, and she had fallen for every one of his lies. She felt like a fool, like the biggest ninny ever. She’d been vulnerable and unhappy, and when he’d dangled his friendship in front of her, she latched on with the desperation of a drowning woman.
Of all the things he’d done, of all the sins he’d committed against her, his false pretense of affection was the worse betrayal of all. She’d thought he cared for her; she’d thought his fondness was genuine, and to discover that it had been a total charade was humiliating. He ought to be ashamed.
He’d used her horridly, had prevailed on her trusting nature to steal Thomas away, but that didn’t mean Fanny had to blithely accept his despicable treatment.
She’d frittered away a good portion of the summer, hoping for a miracle, hoping someone would rescue her, but no one was going to. She had to save herself. If she wanted Thomas safe and secure, she had to take drastic action.
She’d set off for London, walking, catching rides, hiding in ditches and sleeping in hay fields. She was thin as a rail, beaten down, bedraggled and fatigued by events, but she was determined to fight for what was hers.
Camilla might have been Thomas’s birth mother, but Fanny was his mother in truth, and Lord Henley would not have him!
If Fanny had to learn the law herself, if she had to battle the powerful family in the courts—a female David against Goliath—she would see justice done on Thomas’s behalf. If it took the rest of her life, she would regain custody of him, though she hadn’t quite figured out what they would do or where they would go.
Hunger was clouding her choices, and her reasoning wasn’t exactly sound.
“One step at a time,” she muttered to herself. “One step at a time.”
The immoral, pompous Wainwrights could not be allowed to keep him! Fanny would retrieve him for herself, for Thomas, and for her dear, departed father who had been a decent and kind man. He wouldn’t want Thomas subjected to the sloth and depravity that the Wainwrights would supply.
She approached the mansion, and she craned her neck, peering up at it. The walls towered above her, seeming impenetrable. She felt as if she’d arrived at the Pearly Gates and would never be welcomed inside. What if she wasn’t? What if the butler refused to admit her?
She had no second option, no backup plan, but she couldn’t conceive of failure.
Her shoulders squared, she started for the door when a carriage driver came forward. He flung his cheroot on the ground and crushed it under his boot.
“Miss, you can’t enter through the front.”
“What?” she asked, confused.
“If you’re here to help with the party, you’re to enter through the rear. I heard the butler tell another girl. It’s that way.”
He pointed at the side of the house, where the kitchens were likely located, and it dawned on her that she was so unkempt in appearance that he thought she was a serving maid.
She pondered, then decided it might be best to pretend to be a servant. She hadn’t seen a mirror in ages, and if she was as disheveled as his remark implied, no sane person would heed her request for an audience with Lord Henley.
“Thank you,” she said to the man, and she headed down the path in the direction he’d indicated. As she passed a thick bush, she concealed her portmanteau under the branches.
It was a fair hike around the large building, but there were torches lighting the route, and soon she was at the back door. A girl had just gone in, and Fanny waltzed in behind her.
A frantic footman handed them both a starched white apron.
“You’re late,” he scolded. “Here. Put these on, then come with me.”
He hurried down a dim hall, talking all the while. “The first course has commenced, but only men are permitted in the dining room, so you two will carry food back and forth. You’ll give it to the footmen, then return to the kitchen for more. Any questions?”
“Is the Duke at home tonight?” Fanny dared to inquire.
“Yes.”
“How about Viscount Henley?”
“Yes, yes,” he impatiently said.
“How about Henley’s young nephew? Thomas is his name. Is he about?”
The footman gaped at her as if she were mad. “I have no idea who you mean. Get going! Get going!”
He led them into the kitchen where organized chaos reigned. A line of maids was marching past a table as cooks set covered dishes on their trays. The girls dashed off, rushing to lug the hot food upstairs.
A woman of some authority glanced at Fanny and grumbled, “For pity’s sake, couldn’t you have washed before you arrived?” She leaned in and threatened, “You stay out of sight. I swear, if any of the family sees you, you won’t be paid. I personally guarantee it!”
“Yes, ma’am.” Fanny feigned a meekness she no longer felt.
She was finished with bowing and scraping, with courtesy and civil behavior. It had never brought her anything but misery.
She took her place in the line, her stomach growling at observing so many delicacies, and pathetically, she wondered if they’d notice if she snuck a bite. It had been an eternity since she’d eaten, and she was ravenous.
When her tray was filled, she snatched it up, and followed the others, though her arms were wobbly and she worried that she might drop it. She had no energy and scant strength remaining, but her fortitude kept her moving forward.
Like automatons, the maids approached the closed door to the dining room. They tarried as it was briskly opened just enough for their load to be shoved through, then they scurried off before anyone saw them.
As Fanny neared, she slowed, pausing, so that she could survey the scene inside. The space was long and narrow, grandiose in its furnishings, with red and gold wallpaper, high ceilings, and chandeliers that sparkled with hundreds of candles.
There was a table running down the center, decorated with pristine linens, expensive china, and crystal goblets. An imposing older man, who had to be the Duke, sat at one end, and a pretty dark-haired woman sat at the other. Thirty or forty guests were seated on both sides.
It was a formal affair, a sea of silk, satin, and glittering jewels. There were no children present, so she didn’t see Thomas, but Lord Henley was at the other end, too, sitting at the Duke’s right hand.
“Get out of the way,” a footman snapped at her. “You’re holding everybody up.”
Fanny stepped away as if to proceed down the stairs, but instead, she hid in the shadows to muster her courage. Finally, the course was served, and the hall emptied.
She was alone, and she peeked both ways, then slipped into the dining room. As she did, it occurred to her that she was fatigued and famished, and in her deteriorated condition, it was possible that she was making a bad decision. But she didn’t care.
She’d just traveled so far! It seemed as if she’d been waiting years to confront Lord Henley, and if she wasn’t allowed to talk with him—at once!—she didn’t know how she could go on.
To her surprise, it was very quiet, despite the large company. They were all chatting, but softly, as if they were in church. There was a buzz of conversation, and the clink of forks scraping the china. Lord Henley and the Duke seemed a long distance away, as if she was viewing them through a dark tunnel.
Several footmen were pouring wine. One of them saw her, and he frowned and gestured frantically for her to depart, but his alarm meant nothing to her. He might have been invisible.
He started toward her, ready to shoo her out, as she took a deep breath and said, “I’ve come for my nephew.”
Everyone froze, scowling, forks suspended in mid-air, as if they weren’t sure someone had spoken, so she said it again, more loudly.
“I’ve come for my nephew, and I’m not leaving without him. Where is he?”
All heads swiveled toward her, and suddenly, dozens of people were critically assessing her. There were excited whispers, nervous chuckles, feminine titters.
“Who the devil are you?” the Duke asked.
“I am Frances Carrington.”
“Frances...Carrington?” He looked as if he couldn’t place the name, then recognition dawned. “Who the hell let you in?”
“You stole my nephew. You’ve kidnapped him, and I want him back.”
“Listen here, you stupid little hussy—”
He stood, but Lord Henley stood with him.
“I’ll handle this, Your Grace.”
There was a woman seated across from Lord Henley, and she wrinkled her nose in disgust. She was about Fanny’s age and very beautiful, with striking blond hair, icy blue eyes, and she was wearing a diamond tiara as if she were a princess.
“Really, Michael,” she indignantly complained, “must you bother with her? Can’t the servants deal with it?”
Lord Henley flashed a furious glare, then threw his napkin on the table.
“No, they can’t. If you’ll excuse me...?”
He stormed round the table and marched over to Fanny, and she supposed they painted an odd picture. He was attired in his formal black evening clothes, with velvet fabric on the collar and cuffs of his perfectly-tailored jacket. A red rose added color to the lapel, and his shirt and cravat were blindingly white.
In contrast, she was rumpled and dowdy in her plain gray dress. Her shoes were muddy and scuffed, her hair windblown and snarled, her cheeks sunburned from her journey.
The differences between them were blatant and stark, and she had no idea how they’d been so compatible when they’d first met in the country.
He could have been an actor, she thought.
He had the ability to blend in with his environment, and here, surrounded by his family and peers, there was no mistaking that he was precisely where he belonged. In bursting in as she had, she had grossly miscalculated.
“I will speak with you outside,” he hissed.
“Where is Thomas? What have you done with him?”
His blue eyes flickered with such rage that sparks seemed to fly around the room.
“Out! Side!” he repeated.
He loomed over her, intimidating her with his size, with his position, with all that he was and she was not.
Her head spun. She was off balance, shaky and disoriented, and she couldn’t catch her breath. There wasn’t a drop of air to be had, and she was so dizzy that she couldn’t tell which way was up or down. Her stomach rumbled again, reminding her that it had been three days since she’d eaten.
She tipped to one side, then the other, and as he reached out to the grab her, she collapsed to the floor with a muted thud.


CHAPTER EIGHT
No one moved, the entire group having been struck dumb by the spectacle of the young girl challenging the imposing duke in front of a crowd of noble guests. It was like something out of a storybook, like something out of a theatrical melodrama. It didn’t seem real.
Phillip Sinclair stood and walked over to where Miss Carrington was lying on the carpet. She’d fallen next to Anne, but Anne hadn’t budged to assist her. Anne was frowning down at the crumpled waif as if she were a dog that had made a mess on the rug.
Michael hadn’t moved either, but continued to stare at Miss Carrington as if she were a ghost.
Phillip shook his head in disgust. Sometimes, he really feared for the two of them. They were so steeped in tradition and rank that they couldn’t see what asses they were being. They represented everything he despised, and if he hadn’t been friends with them for so long, he might have stomped out and never come back.
“I thought you said the family was fine with the transfer,” Phillip muttered to Michael.
“I said the mother was fine with it,” Michael tersely replied. “It was none of the aunt’s affair.”
“Obviously, she would beg to disagree.”
Phillip knelt down and scooped her into his arms, finding her light as a feather, so he figured it had probably been quite awhile since she’d last eaten.
“Lady Anne,” he groused as he rose, “if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, might you show me to a private room so this poor creature can compose herself?”
“Oh!” Anne was jolted out of her stupor. “Yes, yes, pardon me.”
She rose, too, when the Duke spoke from the other end of the table.
“Anne, I don’t give you permission to leave. Call for the housekeeper.” He snapped his fingers at the nearest footman. “You! Get that miscreant out of here so Mr. Sinclair can finish his supper in peace.”
The Duke smiled thinly, then picked up his fork and commenced dining as if nothing peculiar had transpired. There was a hesitation, some confused dithering, then the guests resumed eating, too.
The footman approached, and Phillip cast a withering glance at him, then at Anne.
“It’s all right,” he said, “I don’t mind having my meal interrupted.”
He departed with Miss Carrington cradled to his chest, and he proceeded down the hall to the foyer, worried about what to do with her. Behind him, he heard Anne in the dining room.
“I’ll be back in a moment.” Her chair scraped across the floor. “If you’ll excuse me...?”
“Anne!” the Duke barked. “You will not attend her.”
“I’ll be back in a moment!” she said again, and there was a firmness in her tone that Phillip hadn’t noted before.
She hurried after Phillip. Michael followed her out, too.
“Is she...dead?” Anne asked.
“No, just starving.”
Michael sucked in a sharp breath. “Starving! That’s not possible.”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“But how could it have happened?”
“How would you suppose? She’s poor; she didn’t have any money to buy food. You visited her home. Didn’t it occur to you that she could use a bit of help?”
“She was perfectly fine when I left!” Michael protested.
Phillip scoffed and turned to Anne. “I want to lie her down on a bed. Where should I take her?”
“A bed! Well...”
“You do have a bed available, don’t you, Anne? I believe you once advised me there were thirty-two bedchambers in this accursed house.”
His look was scathing, shaming, and she blushed and recovered herself.
“Yes, yes, of course. Come with me.”
Servants were hovering, and Anne whispered swift comments to several of them, then she led Phillip to the stairs. They began to climb, but Michael stayed where he was, silent, glaring at Miss Carrington as if she’d committed an unforgivable sin.
They meandered down numerous deserted hallways, conveying Miss Carrington to the very rear of the mansion where only the lowliest guests were ever lodged, but Phillip wasn’t concerned about it. The Wainwright’s very worst bedchamber would be better than anything Miss Carrington would ever have observed prior.
They entered a cold, shuttered room that likely hadn’t been occupied in months—or perhaps years. Phillip deposited Miss Carrington on the mattress and wrapped her in a blanket, then he pulled up a chair and sat, patting her hand, trying to rouse her. Maids puttered about, lighting a fire and removing dust covers from the furniture.
In a few minutes, the place was habitable, and Anne shooed the maids out. Before they vanished, Phillip ordered, “Bring a tray for her.”
The maids visually appealed to Anne to see if she approved, and she gave a quick nod.
“Tell Cook I want soup and bread,” Phillip said, “cheese and fruit and brandy. And I want hot water and towels and...some clothes. She needs a nightgown and some slippers; and a clean dress to wear in the morning.”
They curtsied and fled, no doubt eager to get belowstairs and gossip about what they’d witnessed.
“Will she...will she be all right?” Anne inquired.
“Hopefully. I’m sure some food and rest will work wonders.”
“Why did she come here?”
“She wasn’t happy with your family’s meddling.”
“It was all settled about Thomas!”
“Was it?”
“Michael said he took care of everything; he said everyone was in agreement.”
“Not her, apparently.”
“But...but...what should be done with her?”
“What do you think?”
“I have no idea.”
He rolled his eyes. At times, she was thick as a brick. He wanted to shake her. He wanted to rail at her. She was like a beautiful, exasperating child. He took a deep breath, seeking calm, seeking patience.
“She’ll remain here until she’s better, and then you’ll arrange to send her home. Now go away. You annoy me.”
“I can’t leave you alone with her.”
He snorted. “Are you afraid I’ll ravish her?”
“I’ll stay until the maids return,” she insisted, her jaw tight, her temper as blistering as his own.
“Trust me, Lady Anne, no one in the world gives two figs if I’m alone with her. So be gone—before you make me angry with your idle chatter.”
He stared her down, and he could sense that she yearned to retort in a snide way, but she’d spent so many years groveling to her father that Phillip couldn’t fathom how she’d ever muster the temerity to speak frankly to a man.
She stormed out without another word while he tarried with Miss Carrington. She was such a tiny thing, so thin and frail, yet as she’d quietly faced down the Duke, she’d looked so valiant and aggrieved. Phillip had been charmed by her pluck, amazed by her daring, and he struggled to rein in his fury over their treatment of her.
After Michael had first met her, he’d wondered if she might be one of Phillip’s sisters. Was she? Could it be possible? Was that why he felt such a strong connection?
He was about to fuss with her dress, to peek up her sleeve to check if her wrist carried the Trent birthmark, but the moment was lost as the maids hauled in the items he’d demanded. They were depositing their wares as Miss Carrington stirred. She peered at the ceiling, her confusion evident, then she gazed at Phillip, her green eyes troubled.
“Where am I?”
“Still in the Duke’s mansion. We’re in one of the bedchambers.”
“What happened?” Her tongue flicked out, licking her dry lips.
“You fainted.”
“Oh...”
She reached up as if she might stroke her aching forehead, but it was too much of an effort, and her hand dropped to her side.
“How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”
“I don’t remember.”
“I’m Phillip Sinclair. I’m a good friend of Lord Henley’s. I’ve known him since we were boys.”
Her expression was blank, her muddled mind trying to focus. “I came so far, and he didn’t even listen.”
There was such a poignant note of melancholy in her tone that he linked his fingers through hers and gave them a squeeze.
“I realize that.”
“I’m not sure what to do now.”
“You’ll stay here for a few days, to relax and recuperate, then we’ll make some plans for you.”
“I have to find Thomas!” She rose up as if she might march out that very second, but she had no energy to flee, and she sank onto the pillow.
“Thomas is fine, but you are not. You need to regain your health.”
“Not here!” she wailed. “Not with Lord Henley and the Duke. Not with them! I can’t.”
“It’s all arranged,” Phillip advised. “Lady Anne is Lord Henley’s sister. She specifically requested that you remain until you’re feeling better.”
“She did?”
“Yes,” he lied. “So the maids will help you eat and wash, then I want you to sleep the night away. I’ll stop by in the morning to check on you.”
“Are you a doctor?”
“No. I’m your friend.”
“I don’t have any friends.”
“You have me,” he gently said.
He couldn’t guess what tragedies had befallen Miss Carrington after Michael had taken her nephew, but obviously, it had been traumatic, and Phillip was intent that she be nursed and tended.
He eased away and went over to the eldest of the maids.
“What is your name?”
“Peggy, sir.”
“I want you to watch over Miss Carrington throughout the night and assist her in any fashion necessary.” As an incentive to obey, he offered her all the coins in his purse, and he was pleased when she huffed in offense.
“It’s my job to serve the Duke’s guests. I need no bribe to do my duty.”
Phillip urged the cash on her again, less stridently, and she selected the smallest coin and pushed the others away.
He grinned, encouraged, and as he slipped out, she was saying, “There now, Miss, the cook sent up a delicious broth. Let’s see if we can get some of it into your empty tummy.”
Satisfied that he’d done what he could for the moment, he started down the hall. As he rounded the corner, Anne was standing there, but he was in no mood to speak with her and he meant to simply walk on by, but she stepped forward and blocked his path.
“Hadn’t you best hurry back to your party, Anne? The Duke will be upset, and we couldn’t have that, could we?”
“The Duke can wait.”
“Can he?”
“Yes. I’m a grown woman. I’m fully capable of deciding when I’ll return to the supper table.” She gnawed on her bottom lip, clearly biting down a more caustic reply. “How is Miss Carrington?”
“Awake. Befuddled. Hungry. I’ve asked a maid to sit with her until morning. Don’t you dare countermand my order.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, Your Highness. How long is she going to be here?”
“Why? Are you afraid she’ll devour too much of your bloody food? That she’ll take up too much space? What?”
“I was just wondering.” She scowled, exasperated by his spurt of temper. “Stop being such a beast. The Duke will want to know what’s happening. I thought I should have an answer.”
“She’ll probably be with you for a week or so. I told her that you want her to stay until she’s sufficiently convalesced. I expect you to be courteous and at least act as if you extended the invitation.”
“I don’t need any lectures from you on how to behave. I’m not a barbarian.”
“You couldn’t prove it by me.”
He tried to continue on, but she laid her hand on his arm, the slight gesture stopping him in his tracks.
He’d known her for two decades, and he could vividly recollect the few occasions she’d actually touched him. Of course he had made frequent childish advances, bumping into her, or helping her as she climbed into a carriage, but she was never so bold as to reciprocate the contact that always thrilled him.
“Why are you so angry with me?” she queried.
“Because I wish you were someone you’re not.”
She looked confused. “Who do you wish I was?”
If he’d had an eternity, he couldn’t have explained his comment. He was sick as a dog with his infatuation for her, but when she didn’t have a clue as to how she tormented him, he couldn’t figure out why his attraction persisted.
Perhaps she merely represented all that he could never have. She was a constant and stark reminder that no matter what he did, or how tremendously he succeeded, he’d never be good enough for her—simply because his father hadn’t wed his mother.
The knowledge was like a tough piece of meat, stuck in his throat. He couldn’t put it aside; he couldn’t move beyond it.
He wanted to shock her, or rage at her, and his expression must have been frightening, because she took a step back, then another, until she was against the wall and could go no farther.
He braced his palms on either side of her, and he leaned in, the front of his body flattened to hers, and the sensation was electrifying.
They shared a strident affinity that was driving him mad with desire. How many more times could he pretend no interest? How many more times could he bear to suffer her cool disdain? Suddenly, he felt that if he didn’t act, he just might explode.
“What are you doing?” She sounded scared and breathless. “Release me at once. You’re crushing me.”
“No.”
She shoved at him, but he wouldn’t budge.
“Are you insane?”
“Very likely.”
He bent down and kissed her, but there was no finesse to it. He wasn’t gentle or affectionate. Nor did he allow an ounce of his joy to show through. He was a drowning man, sinking fast, with no hope of rescue.
Briefly, she tolerated the groping, then she groaned with dismay, pushing with all her might, and he stumbled away. They glared, chests heaving, respirations labored. Her cheeks were bright red, her blue eyes glittering with fury and another emotion he couldn’t identify.
“What in the hell is wrong with you?” she seethed, stunning him with her cursing.
She wiped her fingers across her mouth, as if rubbing away his taste, but he refused to let her see his humiliation and hurt.
“Nothing is wrong with me,” he claimed. “I’m just dandy. What about you?”
“How dare you maul me!”
“Somebody ought to. How old are you? Thirty-five? Forty?”
“I’m twenty-five, and you know it.”
“So what are you waiting for? Doomsday?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Not a damned thing.” He turned and proceeded toward the stairs.
“Where are you going?” she demanded, but he kept on.
“Home.”
“Home! But...but...why?”
“Because I am weary of you and your brother and your father, and I’d like to be somewhere where I don’t have to look at you across the supper table.” He halted and whipped around. “Try to find some backbone, would you?”
“I can’t understand you. You might as well be speaking in a foreign language.”
“If you sit quietly in the corner, and let them harm Miss Carrington more than they already have, you’ll answer to me.”
“Don’t threaten me, you pompous ass.”
She was staring at him as she always did, as if she were the lady of the manor, and he her servant. He’d finally worked up the courage to kiss her, and it had been so disappointing that he felt ill with regret.
Wasn’t that just his luck? For a whole decade, he’d fretted about kissing her, and now that he’d forged ahead, he’d rather poke his eye out than ever attempt it again.

“How could he do this to me! How could he!”
Rebecca Talbot slammed her hand on the seat of her father’s coach.
As usual, he was very drunk, and he dozed against the squab. Her palm smacking the soft leather roused him.
After the drama in the dining room, when Phillip Sinclair had carried the pathetic beggar into the hall, Michael had followed them, and he hadn’t come back. Apparently, attending to a vagrant was more important than making Rebecca happy at her engagement party.
It was to have been the greatest evening of her life, was to have been her glowing triumph, yet Michael had wrecked everything! Why was she still so intent on allying herself with the despicable Wainwright family?
John had betrothed himself to her, then he’d dithered and delayed for three years without setting a wedding date. Now, she’d become engaged to Michael, and he ignored her.
She wasn’t some common girl whom he could embarrass and offend, and she was so furious that steam was practically coming out of her ears. “Stop your fussing,” her father grouched, his words slurred. “I’m not about to suffer your complaints all the way home.”
“If you think I’ll silently accept this outrage, you’re mad.”
“Who was that street urchin, anyway?”
“She’s the aunt of that bastard boy who’s had Michael obsessing.”
“John’s son, isn’t it?”
“So I’m told, although when the mother was such a doxy, I don’t see how they could ever be positive.”
“What was the girl’s name?” he mused. “Frances something-or-other. How did such a disreputable person sneak in? I certainly hope Clarendon fires his butler.”
“To Hades with his butler! My party was ruined! Have you any idea how people will laugh when they hear what happened?”
He yawned. “Who cares?”
“I care! How could he treat me like this? When we’re married, I’ll make him so sorry.”
“Just be sure you do it after the wedding. You wouldn’t want to give him a hint of all this temper before you’ve got him shackled. Despite what you suppose, he won’t let you lead him about by the nose.”
She gazed out the window at the moonlit road, wishing her father would commiserate, but he never took her side. With his having found her a good match, he acted as if his job was finished, and he’d left the morass of details to her. With her mother being deceased, she didn’t have any female assistance, and the burden was her own.
John had been charming and sweet, dashing and flirtatious, and he hadn’t been bothered by much of anything. He’d been easy to manipulate, and as his wife, she’d have been able to do as she liked without any interference from him.
Michael was a different story entirely. He was curt and surly, boorish and aloof, and he never asked what she wanted, never considered her opinion. Actually, she doubted he ever thought about her at all.
She felt so ill-used!
“Why did we have to invite that awful Phillip Sinclair?” she fumed.
Her father sighed. “He’s Michael’s best friend. You couldn’t have avoided it.”
“He could have let the servants throw her out. He didn’t have to butt in and spoil my celebration.”
“It was rather discourteous of him.”
“When Michael and I are wed,” she vowed, “I won’t allow Sinclair in the house.”
“I’m sure that will endear you to your new husband.”
“I won’t be gracious to his lowborn companions! And I’m not about to tend John’s little bastard either. Michael can plead until he’s blue in the face, but I won’t do it.”
“Has he suggested you take the boy in?”
“Yes.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Oh, but I am.”
Finally, she had his attention. He looked shocked and insulted—and even a tad sober—which made her feel vindicated. She’d explained to Michael that he shouldn’t shelter the boy, but he wouldn’t heed her, and she’d been afraid to insist.
“Michael thinks we should become the child’s parents,” she stated, aghast at the prospect. “He thinks we should...should...adopt him!”
It was the most scandalous notion she’d ever heard.
“That’s absurd,” her father huffed.
“I told him it was, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”
Well, things would change once they were married. When she was his wife, she wouldn’t permit him to drag some wretched orphan into their front parlor and expect her to welcome him. She wouldn’t be ordered about in the running of her own home.
She sat back, her expression grim. Michael would discover—to his detriment—that she wouldn’t be commanded, wouldn’t be bullied or harassed. She didn’t care if he was her husband; she didn’t intend that he would have any genuine authority over her.
If he assumed otherwise, he was in for a huge surprise.


CHAPTER NINE
Michael walked down the hall toward the room where Fanny had spent the night.
Initially, with her showing up as she had, without warning or notice, he’d been livid at her for her audacity, but after his fury had faded, he’d been intrigued by her sudden appearance.
From the day he’d left her in the country, he’d thought of her every second. For some reason, he couldn’t get her out of his head, and his physical attraction to her hadn’t waned in the slightest.
He’d been preoccupied with Thomas and Rebecca, but that hadn’t kept him from obsessing over her. How was she faring? Was she living at her cottage? Or had she joined her sister in London?
Most particularly, he was curious as to how angry she was. His behavior must have seemed very callous to her. Had she come to terms with Michael having taken Thomas? Was she beginning to grasp why it was for the best?
He’d hoped she would have calmed and forgiven him, but from her display of temper the prior evening, it was clear that she was still reeling. He had some explanations to tender, as well as some apologies to make, but all in all, he was delighted that she’d arrived.
When he’d flirted with her over the summer, he’d considered asking her to be his mistress, but decency and decorum had caused him to hesitate. Her life had been difficult, but relatively stable, and he’d been certain she’d refuse.
But if he asked now, with her in a very different and more perilous situation, what would be her reply? Thomas was being cared for, and she no longer needed to worry about Camilla. Why not have an affair? What was there to prevent her? There were worse fates than allying herself with him.
He was nearing her closed door, when it opened and Phillip emerged. On seeing his friend, his first and immediate reaction was irritation, which he tamped down. While their fathers’ most recent fight shouldn’t have affected their relationship, it had. It seemed that every time they were together, they argued.
“I didn’t know you were here,” Michael said.
“I had told Miss Carrington I’d stop by.”
“Is she well?”
“Better.”
Phillip was being deliberately enigmatic, and Michael scowled.
When Fanny had fainted in the dining room, he’d been disturbed by her disheveled condition. Obviously, she’d endured numerous calamites since his departure, which he couldn’t understand. Camilla had grudgingly agreed to send Fanny money. She should have been fine.
“Is she ill?” Michael inquired. “Is that why she collapsed?”
“Not ill,” Phillip said, “just tired and hungry.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Isn’t it?” Phillip lowered his voice. “Have you any idea what the world is like for a woman like her?”
“Are you blaming me for her problems? Because if you are, you should be aware that she was in dire straits long before I ever met her.”
“That may be, but her plight has definitely deteriorated since you crossed her path.”
“How can that be my fault? I’m not her keeper. I never was.”
“You may not be her keeper, but last I heard, you were still a gentleman. I expect that she’ll be allowed to remain here until she’s recuperated.”
“You talk as if we’re about to toss her out on the road.”
“Well, with how you and Anne act sometimes, I can’t predict what the two of you might do.”
“For pity’s sake, Phillip. Give me a little credit, would you?”
“Just let her stay until I can make some arrangements for her.”
“What sort of arrangements?”
“I haven’t decided, but I’ll think of something. Be kind to her for me.”
Michael shook his head in consternation. “Of course I’ll be kind to her. She’s a marvelous woman. I’ve always liked her very much.”
“You have a funny way of showing it.”
Michael was perplexed by Phillip’s animosity. Michael had no duty to Fanny and wasn’t responsible for her troubles, but he was prepared to rectify the wrongs she’d suffered—if he could get her to forgive him.
Not that he’d explain as much to Phillip.
Phillip had a protective streak, and apparently, he viewed himself as Fanny’s champion, when Michael fully intended to be the man who took care of her from this point on.
“Why are you so concerned about her?” Michael queried.
“I’m wondering if she might be one of my sisters.”
The first day Michael had met her, he’d wondered the same.
“Have you asked her about her past?”
“Not yet. At the moment, she’s very vulnerable, so how do I tell her that everything she believes about herself might be false? How do I tell her that her father wasn’t a country vicar after all, but a despicable, notorious roué?”
He stormed off, and Michael watched him go. He couldn’t figure out if they were quarreling, and if they were, why they were.
If Fanny was Phillip’s sister, it would rock both their worlds, but where did it leave Michael in relation to them? Phillip would be dead set against any affair, and Michael supposed he should reflect a bit on his choices, but with Fanny waiting on the other side of the door, he wasn’t about to balk or delay.
He spun the knob and entered without knocking.
Fanny was over on the bed, propped up on the pillows, the blankets over her legs. A nightgown and robe had been furnished, and her hair had been washed and brushed. There was a tray of food on her lap, and she was sipping on a cup of tea.
With a bloom of color in her cheeks, she looked young and fresh-scrubbed and even prettier than he remembered. A wave of recollected fondness swept through him, and he frowned, disconcerted by its strength. Why was he so affected by her?
She glanced over at him, and she froze, appearing very hurt. They stared, neither able to speak the first word.
A housemaid sat in a chair in the corner, and Michael gestured to her.
“What is your name?”
“Peggy, milord.”
“Leave us.”
She peered at Fanny, then at him, and she stood, seeming very nervous. “Beggin’ your pardon, Lord Henley, but the lady is alone and in her nightclothes. I don’t believe I ought.”
“Go!” he ordered softly but firmly.
She hesitated, and Fanny said, “Don’t fret, Peggy. I’ve learned from bitter experience that Lord Henley can have whatever he wants. There’s no sense arguing with him.”
With a shrug at Fanny, the maid dipped a curtsy and hurried out. The door closed behind her, and they stared again.
“I just talked to Phillip,” Michael finally stated, feeling like a dolt. “You’ve charmed him.”
“He’s been very kind.” She glared in a manner that indicated she didn’t consider that Michael had been kind at all.
“He says you’re better.”
“It’s amazing what some hot food will do for a person.”
She hurled it like an accusation, as if he’d been deliberately starving her.
“You’ve gotten much thinner,” he noted, when he hadn’t planned to remark on her condition.
“My summer hasn’t been all that grand. Where is Thomas?”
“Why would you assume his whereabouts to be any of your business?”
“Don’t be cruel to me. I won’t stand for it.”
“He’s not your son,” he tried to insist.
“Not by blood, but by my heart, and you know it. Why did you lie to me?”
“On which occasion?”
“You didn’t tell me who you really were.”
“If you’d known my true identity, would you have spent time with me?”
“No.”
“Then why would I have told you? I wanted us to become friends. I’m glad we did, and I’m not sorry for it.”
“Friends!” She muttered the word as if it were an epithet. ”Some friend you turned out to be. You hurt me, and you stole the only thing I loved.”
“Was there any way you would have consented to his going with me? What could I possibly have said or done to garner your agreement?”
“There was nothing. I would never have let you make off with him.”
Silly girl! he mused. As if she could have stopped him from doing whatever he wanted!
“Then why would I have confided in you? Would it have been better if we’d fought constantly?”
She looked so wounded, and he hardened himself, refusing to feel guilty. He’d done what was best for Thomas, and he wouldn’t regret it. Nor would he reveal Thomas’s location, lest she trot off on another wild goose chase, trying to rescue him.
She had no idea how to stay out of trouble.
He changed the subject.
“I take it you didn’t receive any money from your sister.”
She laughed strangely. “No, she shared no money with me.”
“It doesn’t matter now. I’ll see you situated—if you’ll let me.”
“I don’t want anything from you. Except Thomas.”
“Well, you can’t have him.”
“If you give him to me, I’ll depart without any fuss. You’ll never hear from me again.”
“Your sister relinquished him to me.”
“He wasn’t hers to abandon.”
“He wasn’t abandoned. I have him, and he’s fine.”
“He will never be fine so long as he’s in your custody and control.”
Why was he squabbling with her? “If I returned him to you, how would you care for him? You didn’t do much of a job of it before.”
Temper blazed in her eyes. “I tried my best, and I won’t apologize for my misfortunes.”
He liked this steely facet of her character, and it made him wonder if she’d be docile or a hellcat in bed. He recalled Camilla’s comments about Fanny’s loose conduct, and fleetingly, he speculated as to whether any of Camilla’s tale was true.
Perhaps seducing Fanny wouldn’t be nearly as difficult as he thought.
There was something about her that attracted him as no other woman ever had. He didn’t understand it, and didn’t particularly like it, but the sensation was potent and arousing, and he was tired of pretending their connection was irrelevant. He’d always been a man of action, so why was he dithering?
It was obvious that fate had thrown her into his path, that something physical was destined to transpire, the trick being to get her agree with a minimal amount of protest and aggravation.
She was an ethical person who would view a sexual liaison as sinful and wrong, so he had to pose his question in just the right way—in financial terms rather than moral ones. He had no doubt that he could convince her.
Once she consented, his primary order of business would be to stash her in the country, away from prying eyes. While he could be a scoundrel, he wouldn’t shame Rebecca by stoking rumors that he’d taken a new paramour mere months before the wedding, and he had the ideal trysting spot in mind.
There was a small house on the edge of his estate that he used for his salacious entanglements. The location was very isolated, and he went there with his mistresses, with the occasional week-end lover, with his male friends for bachelor parties and for other decadent amusements that were better held in private outside the city.
It was cozy and secluded, and he could enjoy Fanny’s charms there without interference or threat of discovery.
“What is your favorite color?” he queried.
“Why would you care?”
“What is it!”
“Green.”
“Yes, green is perfect.” He’d buy her gowns in every shade. “After I returned to London, I was hoping I’d see you again.”
“You were not.”
“Oh, but I was. I’m living proof that you can drive a man wild.”
“Me?”
“Yes, and I have a proposition for you.”
“Why am I immediately certain that I won’t like the sound of it?”
He approached the bed, took the tray from her, set it on the dresser, then rested a hip on the mattress. He could smell the soap with which she’d bathed, could feel the heat emanating from her skin. Suddenly, he was desperate to be closer to her, but he fought the urge.
There was no need to rush in gaining her acquiescence. He had plenty of time to win her over, but when he was accustomed to having whatever he craved, it was frustrating to delay.
She was so exquisite, and she peered at him so artlessly, not recognizing how titillated he was. Her lips were ruby red, her pert breasts pushing at the front of her nightgown, and he was explicitly reminded of why gentlemen didn’t visit young ladies in their bedchambers.
“What are you plans when you leave here?” he asked.
“I don’t have any.”
“So you would like to retrieve Thomas and...what? Live on the streets? Starve with him?”
“I’m a hard worker, and I’m very smart. I’ll figure something out.”
She was so naïve about how dangerous the world could be, and he realized that he couldn’t permit her to decline his offer. What would become of her? If she went off on her own again, there was no telling what might happen. She’d be like a lamb among the wolves. He had to save her from herself.
“I want you to consider this: With very little trouble, you can have a roof over your head, food to eat, and clothes to wear. You wouldn’t have to struggle just to get by.”
“Really? And how would I garner all these marvelous boons?”
“It would be simple. You agree to be my mistress.”
The word dropped between them like a stone, and she gaped at him as if he was insane.
“No,” she said, “and you insult me by raising the possibility.”
“Why is it an insult? What is there about your existence that would make you think an affair with me would be a step down? From where I’m standing, it appears you’re at the bottom of the ladder with nowhere to go but up.”
“Just because I’m poor and desperate doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”
He wasn’t surprised by her attitude, but he was irked by it. Women constantly threw themselves at him, hoping he’d suggest the very same sort of association, but he rarely acknowledged any of their overtures. He’d finally found a female who tickled his fancy, but she couldn’t care less.
“Please enlighten me,” he said. “What would be so idiotic about it?”
“I would ruin myself for a purse full of cash and some pretty dresses. But with how my luck’s been running, I’d probably wind up with a babe in my belly. If that occurred, where would you be? You’re John Wainwright’s brother. Why am I positive that you’d vanish the instant you were informed I was increasing?”
He didn’t have an answer to such a question. He only knew that he wanted her in the worst way. It was like an irritating itch that needed scratching, like a bad habit he couldn’t shake, and he wasn’t about to desist until he wore her down.
“You were attracted to me once.”
“That was before I learned what a vicious brute you can be.”
“The kind of physical chemistry we enjoy doesn’t wane.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m not interested.”
“What other option do you have?”
“Any fate would be better than what you’ve proposed.”
Her snotty dismissal stung, and he was more determined than ever to persuade her. His pride was involved, so a bit of deception wouldn’t be out of place. She wasn’t aware of how wonderful sex could be, and if he had a chance to show her, she would ultimately be very glad that they’d forged ahead.
“Fanny, listen to me. I’m sorry for how I treated you in the country. I was wrong; I admit it.”
“Yes, you were,” she grudgingly concurred.
“I should have told you who I was and why I’d come. I should have been honest with you right from the start.”
“I thought we were friends,” she accused. “I thought I could count on you.”
“We were friends. We are friends. At least, I hope we still are.”
She frowned and sighed. “Too much has happened. I’ve been too angry for too long.”
“I just did what was best for Thomas. Can’t you find it in your heart to forgive me?”
“I don’t think so.” As if she had a fierce headache, she rubbed her temples. “Oh, I don’t know what I should do. I’m so confused.”
He hated to see her distress, and he was frantic with the need to touch her, to comfort her, but he didn’t dare. If she felt pressured, she’d only become more entrenched in her refusal. He stood and walked to the door, putting many feet of space between them.
“I’m departing for the country on Wednesday,” he advised her.
“Where are you going?”
”To Henley Hall. I’d like it if you would accompany me.”
“In what capacity?”
“I told you: as my mistress.”
“You’d take me there to force yourself on me?”
“No! I’m offering you safety and security. Why is that so terrible?”
“I don’t want the things you can buy me. I want to see Thomas.”
She was like a parrot, spouting the same phrase over and over, and his temper flared. Why couldn’t she perceive the benefits? Why couldn’t she comprehend how a liaison would work to her advantage? Though he’d never admit it, he was so fascinated by her that she’d quickly have him wrapped around her little finger. As a result, he’d shower her with gifts.
When they eventually parted ways, if she was shrewd and clever, she could be financially set for the rest of her life.
“Why are you being so stubborn?” he asked.
‘I’m not being stubborn. I’m trying to do what’s right for my nephew. Surely, you can sympathize. He’s your nephew, too.”
“What if I said I’d let you see him?”
“And the price is an affair with you?”
“Yes.”
“I do believe that’s the most despicable thing anyone has ever said to me.”
“I won’t apologize for attempting to save you from a life of drudgery and woe. I’m trying to help you. I’m trying to do what’s best for you, too.”
She studied him, her beautiful emerald eyes digging deep, probing to his contemptible core, and he shifted uneasily. She’d already had a good sampling of how ruthless he could be, and he didn’t want her reminded of his wicked character. He wanted her to view him as a different man, as a better man, rather than the one he actually was.
“Is Thomas at Henley Hall?” she inquired. “Is that why you’re going there?”
“Henley Hall is my home,” he replied to keep from answering her question. “It’s many hours ride from London.”
“But Thomas is there, isn’t he?”
“Yes, he’s there.”
She was trembling. “And if I say yes to your scheme, I’ll see him?”
“Yes.”
“Swear it to me.”
“I swear it.”
The room grew very still. He could hear a bird singing in the tree outside, could hear the clock ticking down in the foyer. Her shaking stopped, and she bit on her bottom lip, her gaze troubled, a vein pulsing at her nape.
“Then yes,” she said, “I will be your mistress.”
He wanted to shout in triumph, but he tamped down his excitement.
“Fine. We’ll leave at nine. I like to get an early start, so please be prepared on time.”
He slipped out, absurdly glad at having gleaned her agreement, and as he hurried down the hall, the maid, Peggy, was hovering, her expression concerned.
“Master Thomas isn’t at Henley Hall,” she blurted out before she could remember to be circumspect.
“No, he’s not, and you’ve obviously eavesdropped when you shouldn’t have. I’m ordering you not to talk about this with anyone—particularly the details about my destination. If you disobey me, you’ll be terminated. Do you understand?”
For the briefest second, she looked as if she might argue, but she came to her senses and curtsied politely.
“Yes, Lord Henley.”
“You’re excused.”
“Mr. Sinclair instructed me to watch over her.”
“I’m countermanding him. You may be about your regular duties. Send another maid tend her.”
She was furious, mutinous, but she was an experienced servant, and she’d already said much more than she should have.
“Of course Lord Henley.”
She curtsied again and fled, and he tarried until her footsteps faded, until a girl came to take her place, then he left, too, a satisfied grin on his face.


CHAPTER TEN
The coach rattled to a halt, and Fanny jerked awake. She hadn’t meant to doze off, but she wasn’t completely recuperated, and the rocking of the carriage had been soothing. She’d slept for much of the trip.
Lord Henley had traveled on horseback, so she’d had the vehicle to herself, for which she was grateful. Given the terms of their devil’s bargain, it would have been miserable to have been enclosed with him.
She tugged at the curtain and peeked out. Apparently, they’d arrived at Henley Hall, and she was surprised to discover that it was a real house and nothing like the Duke’s ostentatious castle in London.
The building was two stories high, with lots of windows, and a tall chimney at the end. Rose bushes bloomed across the front, and out behind, she could see a small yard with a barn, a pasture, and thick woods beyond. There were no acres of manicured gardens, no pomp and circumstance, but it appeared cozy and comfortable, the sort of place where a family might happily reside.
Lord Henley was waiting on the stoop, and Peggy, the maid who’d served her in London, stood with him.
Fanny craned her neck, searching for Thomas, thinking he might come running out, but he wasn’t there, and she was extremely disappointed. Evening was fast approaching, so perhaps he was getting ready for bed. She hoped Lord Henley would let her speak with him before he was put down for the night.
A footman opened the carriage door and helped her down. She maneuvered the steps, then gazed at Lord Henley, unsure of what to say. In London, she’d agreed that they would become lovers, when she had only a limited notion of what that entailed, but she hadn’t known how to refuse his proposition. Although she’d consented to the arrangement, she had to dissuade him, but if she couldn’t, she would follow through. If a liaison with Henley was the price for access to Thomas, then she would acquiesce to his demands.
He hadn’t moved toward her, so she walked to him, and as she neared, his male appreciation was obvious. She was wearing a green dress that had been delivered the prior afternoon, along with new underclothes, shoes, and a matching shawl.
The dress was sewn from a material so delicate that she couldn’t guess what it was called. The skirt swished with each stride, and there was a scooped neckline that was much lower than anything she’d previously owned. Despite the risqué style of the garment, it was very fetching, which increased her confidence in dealing with him.
She advanced until they were toe to toe, and she dipped into a deep curtsy, but he took her arm and made her rise.
He seemed embarrassed, which confused her. By his every word and deed, he flaunted his position over her, and she’d assumed he’d want displays of respect befitting their separate stations.
“Welcome,” he said.
“Thank you for having me.”
Since he’d all but kidnapped her, it was a ludicrous charade, yet she wouldn’t chastise him in front of a servant.
“While you are here,” he stated, “you are not to be deferential to me. You’re my guest.”
“I am your guest?”
“Yes, and I expect you to act as any other would.”
She didn’t understand him. He’d gone out of his way to guarantee that the barriers between them were insurmountable, but if he wanted to pretend that she’d been invited, she would gladly participate in the farce.
It would be no a hardship to enjoy the pretty location, and wistfully, she wished she could live there forever. She would treat the sojourn as an overdue holiday, and if she was lucky, maybe he’d let her remain long enough that she could regroup and decide what to do next.
“You remember Peggy, don’t you?” He gestured to the maid. “I thought you might like to see a familiar face.”
“You’re very kind.” Fanny almost choked on the compliment.
He was the very antithesis of kind, but she wasn’t about to offer the opinion. Until she was allowed to meet with Thomas, she would be civility itself.
“I’ve asked her,” he explained, “to work as your personal maid for the length of your stay.”
“That’s not necessary, Lord Henley.”
“It is to me.”
Fanny knew the subject was closed. He was accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed, so it was pointless to contradict him.
“I’m much obliged,” she mumbled.
“You can wash and relax, then I’ll join you in an hour. We’ll share a late supper.”
“May I see Thomas first?”
He didn’t answer, but turned to Peggy. “Would you show her to her room?”
“With pleasure, Lord Henley,” Peggy said. “If you’ll come with me, Miss?”
Fanny considered arguing, but Peggy was already inside and climbing the stairs. Fanny nodded to Henley, then followed her.
Once they’d left him far behind, Fanny remarked, “What a lovely house.”
“Yes, it is, Miss,” Peggy replied.
“I was anticipating something more grand, though. Just from the sound of Henley Hall, I envisioned another castle like the Duke’s.”
Peggy glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, this isn’t Henley Hall.”
”It’s not? Where are we then?”
“We’re at the edge of Lord Henley’s estate.” She blushed. “It’s...well...it’s his other residence.”
Fanny wondered why he hadn’t taken her to his true home. What did it mean? Evidently, he was hiding her. From whom? And why? Was she free to go? Was she his captive?
“Do you know why we’re here instead of at Henley Hall?”
“I don’t have any idea.”
From her tone, Fanny was convinced that Peggy was lying, which was depressing. Fanny had hoped the other woman might be an ally.
They kept on, and shortly, Peggy escorted her into a masculine suite with heavy oak furniture, maroon drapes, and rugs. Over by the window, a table had been set with white linens, crystal goblets, and the best silver. Candles glowed in the candlesticks.
A cheery fire burned in the grate, and in front of it, there was a tray on the rug. A bottle of wine had been opened, and two glasses poured. Pillows were scattered about.
It was the most romantic sight Fanny had ever witnessed, and it disturbed her in a fashion she didn’t care to contemplate. Matters with Lord Henley were coming to a head too quickly.
Peggy noted her anxious expression, but she simply led Fanny farther into the chamber.
The second room contained a massive bed, suitable for a king. It was up on a pedestal, and it faced the large windows so that the occupants could gaze out at the forest. Beyond it was a dressing room. They walked in, and Peggy shut the door.
In the center was an enormous silver bathing tub that had been filled with hot water. Steam rose from it, and Fanny could smell the fragrant bath salts that had been added.
An outfit had been laid out for her, but it wasn’t like any she’d ever seen before. It was a green nightgown and robe made of a shiny, thin material that would hug each of her curves. The nightgown was cut low to reveal the skin between her breasts, and the two tiny straps were so narrow that she doubted they could hold the garment in place.
Fanny went over to it and nervously ran her fingers across the fabric.
Peggy murmured, “I don’t believe he has honest intentions toward you, Miss.”
“I don’t believe he does either.”
“I’d like to say that I’m not the sort to condone such a thing.”
“Neither am I,” Fanny assured her.
“I wish I could leave his employ, Miss.” She appeared wretched. “Ever since the moment he asked me to come along, I’ve considered quitting, but I need my job. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t fret about it. I’m unclear about what’s happening, but we’ll figure it out together.”
“Thank you, Miss. I’ll assist you however I can.”
“I’m certain you will.”
“I’ve never known him to behave like this,” Peggy claimed. “I’m amazed.”
Fanny chuckled, but wearily. “You mean he doesn’t typically abscond with innocent young ladies and drag them off to secret hideaways so he can have his wicked way with them?”
“Never before, that I’m aware of.”
“Lucky me to be the first,” Fanny retorted, saddened and furious at Henley’s high-handed manner and shabby treatment.
She was at a loss as to how to proceed. She would very much like to have a bath, but she had no clothes of her own, and regardless of what Lord Henley seemed to suppose, she wasn’t about to don the slinky nightgown he’d provided.
“When I arrived at the Duke’s mansion,” Fanny said, “I had a bag with me that contained some of my belongings. Was it found?”
“I didn’t hear anyone mention it.”
“Well then, I guess I’ll wash, then put my dress back on. I don’t have anything else, and I can’t wear those.” She pointed to the scandalous outfit.
Peggy helped her unbutton and unlace, then she exited so Fanny could strip down in private. She searched through a cupboard, which was stocked with every item a woman might need to be comfortable. After locating a brush and some combs, she pinned up her hair in a haphazard fashion, then she slipped into the water and relaxed.
She closed her eyes and must have dozed off, because she was roused by the sound of the door opening behind her. Glancing around, she expected to see Peggy, but to her astonishment, Lord Henley was lounged in the threshold. He’d changed his clothes and was casually attired in loose-fitting trousers, his coat and cravat removed, his shirt partially undone and revealing much too much male skin.
“You can’t be in here!” she sputtered.
“Yes, I can.” He grinned. “It’s my house. I can act however I please.”
“Go away.”
“No.”
“I know I told you in London that I would consort with you, but I wasn’t serious!”
He laughed as she squealed with dismay and dipped down into the water. He sauntered over and rested a hip on the rim of the tub. It had never occurred to her that a man might do something so shocking, and she was struck dumb.
Frantically, she reached for a washing cloth that was folded on a nearby stool, but the tiny square of fabric couldn’t possibly do the job required of it. She clasped it to her torso, confused as to whether she should cover top or bottom, for she couldn’t cover both.
He traced his thumb across her lips and murmured, “Every time I see you, you’re more beautiful. Why is that?”
“I don’t know,” she replied, and she really didn’t.
From the start, he’d been attracted to her, when she hadn’t had the vaguest idea as to why. Perhaps it was one of those unavoidable consequences—like fate, like the plague, like death.
He bent down and kissed her on the mouth. She should have protested and pulled away, but the intimate touching, with her unclad, did something funny to her insides. She was stirred physically in a way she couldn’t fight.
He deepened the kiss, and his hand drifted to her breast and massaged her tight nipple. The contact was electrifying, and she wasn’t certain how to keep the encounter from spiraling out of control.
Fortunately, he halted and drew away, but the brief interaction had him more provoked than ever.
“I’m tired of waiting to have you,” he said. “It’s all I’ve pondered for months now.”
“It is?”
“Yes. Hurry and finish. I’ll be outside.”
He left, but as he walked out, he saw her dress and undergarments draped in a pile on the chair, and he scooped them up and took them with him. Her jaw dropped, and she would have called for him to bring them back, but he’d shut the door, and she could hear him speaking in the other room.
“Have these laundered,” he instructed Peggy, “so they’ll be ready for her in the morning.”
“Yes, milord.”
“Then you’re excused for the night. Don’t bother us until I send for you.”
Peggy scurried out, and Fanny was all alone, naked, with nothing appropriate to wear. She was terrified that he might stroll in again, so she clambered out of the tub. Swiftly, she dried herself and tugged on the nightgown.
Her skin was damp, so the garment clung to her breasts and hips as if it had been pasted onto her. With a groan of frustration, she yanked on the robe, but there was no belt to cinch the lapels, so a good share of her chest was visible.
She tiptoed to the door and peeked out, but Henley wasn’t there, and he wasn’t in the outer chamber either. The blanket was still spread on the floor by the hearth—the pillows too—and she went over and wrapped the blanket over her shoulders, then sat on a pillow. The tray of wine was beside her, and she grabbed a glass and sipped on the red liquid. Nervously, she wondered when he’d return.
She watched the fire, watched the door, and drank more wine. She’d only previously imbibed on the rarest occasions, so the alcohol’s effect was quick and potent, and she grew very sleepy. She snuggled down on a pillow.
The next thing she knew, she was having the most vivid dream. Lord Henley was with her, and he was kissing her thoroughly, as he had when they’d initially been acquainted in the country. In her drowsy state, she might have been standing on that dark, rural road.
Slowly, she regained consciousness, and it took her many moments to fathom that she wasn’t dreaming and that Henley had joined her again.
He was stretched out atop her and pressing her down in a manner that her body recognized and relished. Of their own accord, her legs had widened, so that his torso could drop between them as if he belonged just there and nowhere else. Her loins were crushed to his, the flimsy material of her nightgown a pathetic and inadequate barrier.
She glimpsed down and was panicked to note that he’d shed his clothes, but for some drawers that only covered him from waist to mid-thigh. His shoulders were bare, his chest was bare, his stomach and legs were bare! There was an incredible amount of flesh touching where it had no business touching, and the realization sent warnings of catastrophe shooting through her.
“Hello, Sleeping Beauty,” he said. “I didn’t think you were ever going to wake.” His gaze was warm, and there was a dimple in his cheek. He looked seductive and dangerous.
“How long was I asleep?”
“Three hours.”
She frowned and glanced to the window, seeing that night had fallen, but as she became more cognizant of her surroundings, she was stunned to find that she wasn’t on the floor by the fire. At some point during her nap, he’d picked her up and carried her to his bed.
“Oh my. Would you let me up?”
“No, I’ve finally got you right where I want you.”
“But we shouldn’t do this!”
“Yes, we should,” he replied. “We agreed, remember?”
“Lord Henley—“
“You used to call me Michael.”
“But—“
“Hush,” he soothed. “It will be all right. I promise.”
He kissed her, his lips hot and demanding against her own. She moaned with despair, but there was a bit of delight thrown in that she couldn’t completely conceal.
What was wrong with her? How could she hate him so desperately but still be enthralled? Was she deranged?
Before she’d become aware of his callous character, she’d been very attracted to him, and he’d claimed that such a strong affinity didn’t wane. Was he correct? Was she too smitten to fend off his appeal?
Fleetingly, she thought of her mother whom she’d never known, of her father who’d been a great lord. Her natural parents had both succumbed to their base drives, and their blood flowed in her veins. Did it make her more prone to decadent behavior? Would she be unable to prevent herself from yielding to dissolute conduct?
His tongue was in her mouth, his hands in her hair, and he was caressing her in ways that stole her breath, that made her dizzy. His crafty fingers glided under the bodice of her nightgown to fondle her breast, then he nibbled down her bosom and rooted under the fabric so he could suck on her nipple.
The sensation was too wicked to describe, her body weeping with desire, and the feelings he generated were as frightening as they were thrilling.
She knew she should continue to protest, that she should be begging him to desist, but she didn’t want to. She wanted him to keep on, wanted him to lead her down every delicious, debauched step on the road to iniquity, and she was alarmed by what she might try at his behest.
He’d slid to the side, his hand slithering up her thigh until it came to rest at the vee between her legs. He stroked and petted her privates, and she didn’t do a thing to stop him. Her heart was pounding with an exhilarating apprehension, as if she was standing at the edge of a cliff and about to jump off.
Suddenly, he touched a spot that was extremely sensitive, and instantly, it ignited an explosion of pleasure that began in her womb and spiraled out to her limbs. She felt as if she’d been blinded by the excitement of it, as if she was soaring through the heavens. Every part of her, down to the smallest pore, cried out with joy and amazement.
The tumult went on and on, and as it ended and she recovered her equilibrium, she was very embarrassed. She wasn’t sure what had happened, and she had no frame of reference as to whether it was a common female reaction.
Should she apologize? Should she be offering excuses?
He was lying atop her, looking very smug, as if he’d proven a point, when she didn’t have a clue as to what it might be.
“You’re not a novice at this, are you?” he said. “I was wondering.”
“Wondering about what?”
“There isn’t a maiden in the world who would respond as you just did if it was her first time.”
“What?”
“You have a very sexual nature, and you’re not afraid to show it.” He chuckled with a humor she didn’t comprehend. “Your sister told me about your past, but I didn’t believe her.”
“My sister? What about my sister?”
“The day I came to fetch Thomas, she confided in me about all those boys in the village.”
“What about them?”
“I know you’re not a virgin.” He appeared kind and understanding.
“Camilla said that?”
“Yes, and I don’t mind. Really. I was feeling a tad guilty about bringing you here, but this makes everything so much simpler.”
Fanny supposed she should set him straight, but she was too shocked to defend herself.
Had any sister in all of history ever uttered a more contemptible tale? Had any sister in all of history ever hated a sibling as much as Camilla seemed to hate Fanny?
Why? Fanny mused. What did I ever do to her that was so awful? What could possibly warrant this humiliating betrayal?
“How many lovers have you had?” he inquired.
“How many?”
“Camilla didn’t mention the number, but I can’t deny that I’m curious.”
Fanny lay very still, trying to imagine the conversation he and Camilla must have had, and she was enraged at both of them. How dare they titter over her chastity! How dare they discuss her as if she were a mare in heat!
If she’d been holding a pistol, she’d have shot him right through the center of his black heart.
“I can’t begin to count how many lovers I’ve had,” she blithely retorted, astounded by how easily the lie slipped out. “It’s probably been dozens.”
“Dozens?” he chided, raising a brow in what looked horrifyingly like delight.
Stupid man! “Yes.” He smirked. “Then one more will scarcely matter will it?”
She didn’t fathom how the falsehood would rattle him, how it would inflame his male passions. He gripped her nightgown and ripped it down the middle, and she gasped with dismay as he moved so he was on top of her again.
He fiddled with his drawers, untied the drawstring and tugged them down. Then he was pressing into her, pushing harder and harder, until she worried that he might split her in two.
She’d been reared in the country, so in a vague fashion, she recognized that they were about to mate, but he was too absorbed to notice that she wasn’t participating. He just forged on, as he always did, as the world had decreed was his right and privilege.
He thrust, then thrust again, and he burst inside her, something tearing, something bleeding.
She arched up and cried out, and he froze. He gaped at her, stunned, appalled, perplexed.
“Dammit!” he muttered.
There was no need to reply. Camilla’s duplicity was acknowledged, Fanny’s misery unveiled.
She shifted about, frantic to dislodge him, but wrestling was exactly the wrong thing to do. His nostrils flared, and he trembled and clutched at her hips.
“I have to finish it,” he said. “I can’t wait.”
He flexed over and over, and she watched him, silent and incensed and eager for it to end. Eventually, he grew very tense and held her close. Then he shivered and relaxed and, blessedly, it was over. He collapsed onto her, his pulse racing, his sweat cooling, and she wanted to die. She prayed for the heavens to open up and suck her into the sky.
Without a word, he slid away, their bodies separating. She winced and rolled onto her side, curling into a ball.
He rubbed a palm down her back, but she stiffened and jerked away, letting him know that his caress wasn’t welcome.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “You were so...so...”
“Go away,” she seethed, mortified by the catch in her voice. “Go away, and leave me be.”
For a long while, he remained with her, and she tried to picture the expression on his face, tried to figure out what thoughts were rushing through his head.
Finally, he climbed off the bed and left without a goodbye. She stayed on her side, studying a crack in the wall until the candle sputtered out.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
Michael sat in a chair in the corner, watching Fanny sleep and almost hoping she would never awaken. He hated apologizing, had little practice with it, was extreme bad at it, but he supposed it had to be done.
Their rough carnal encounter had to have been the most vile deflowering any maiden had ever suffered, and he’d bungled what should have been the beginning of a torrid and satisfying affair. What was he to do with her now?
During the long hours of the night, he’d fussed over how to proceed. Her initial acquiescence to a liaison had been tepid, contingent on her visiting with Thomas, so she’d be averse to continuing, yet the fact remained that she had nowhere to go. He wouldn’t kick her out on the road to fend for herself, so it was still the best plan to keep her as his mistress.
He’d just have to settle for a gradual and more thorough seduction, which he was impatient to commence.
She stirred, looking confused as she struggled to remember where she was. He could see the moment that memory flooded in. She stretched out her legs, wincing at the ache in her feminine areas, and his cheeks reddened with chagrin.
She exhaled slowly, then peered over at him. Her beautiful face was completely devoid of emotion, her thoughts carefully concealed. As she eased to a sitting position, her shoulders were bared, the blankets clasped to her bosom, her luxurious hair flowing down her back.
They were silent, glaring, then he finally, stupidly said, “Did you sleep well?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry for what transpired last evening. I used you vigorously, when I should have been more gentle. I didn’t understand that I needed to be.”
“My sister was always good at telling stories.”
“I didn’t believe her, but then you—“
“I’d rather not discuss it.”
He studied her, curious as to her cool demeanor. Her words were angry ones, but her tone wasn’t angry. If she was furious with him, why didn’t she just say so?
“Despite what occurred last night,” he said, “I’ve decided we should pursue our arrangement, so you’ll stay here as we agreed.”
“In what capacity?”
Could she really not know? “As my paramour. What would you think?”
“I see.” Her gaze narrowed, as if she was trying to bring him into clearer focus. “I’m a bit inexperienced at this, and I didn’t ask for the details before. What—precisely—would I be expected to do to earn my keep?”
“I will provide you with your room and board, and I will pay for your clothing and other incidentals. You’ll have a fair allowance, too, so you won’t want for anything.”
“And in exchange?”
“You will provide me with sexual favors whenever I request them.”
“After what happened between us, you haven’t given me much of an inducement to continue.”
“I appreciate that, but I didn’t realize you were a virgin, so I was insensitive to your condition. It won’t be awful in the future. From now on, I promise to be very tender with you, and with your maidenhood ended, it won’t hurt again either.”
“Why is that?”
“It is only painful the first time.”
They stared and stared, and it was deathly quiet.
“How long will you keep me?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he truthfully replied.
“And when you tire of me?”
“I will pay you a stipend, so that you’ll be in a financial situation to move on.”
“A reward for services rendered?”
“Well...yes.”
“You’re too kind.” There was a hint of mockery in her voice, but still, her expression gave nothing away. “Will you reside here with me?”
“No.”
“Where, then?”
“At Henley Hall. It’s just down the road.”
“So you’d pop over when you were in the mood for carnal relations?”
“Basically...yes. We might occasionally dine together. Or go riding.” He knew so little about her that he had no idea if she was comfortable around horses. “Ah...do you ride?”
“No. Have you done this before—taken a mistress and reveled with her in this house?”
He had, but he couldn’t bring himself to admit it.
“No,” he fibbed.
“I’m the first?”
“Yes.”
“I’m flattered.”
She smiled, and by all outward appearances, it seemed genuine, but he was left with the distinct impression that she didn’t mean what she was saying and his every remark was being misconstrued.
“Let me get this straight,” she mused. “I’ll be hidden away from your family and friends. I will live as your paid concubine, and if I keep you happy, I’ll walk away with a fat purse?”
When she explained it like that, his behavior sounded cold and calculated, but his every decision had been made with her welfare in mind.
“I guess you could look at it that way.”
“And how would you look at it?” she asked.
“Fanny, you are—“
“Would you call me Miss Carrington?”
He wasn’t about to revert to a more proper mode of address. Not after they’d fornicated. There was no need for formality.
“Fanny,” he started again, “this is a good plan for you.”
“Is it?”
“Of course or I wouldn’t have proposed it.” He gazed into her pretty green eyes. They were poignant, fathomless. “Let me take care of you for awhile. What alternative do you have?”
“What alternative, indeed?” she murmured.
“You’re fretting over nothing. Men of my station do this all the time.”
“Do they?”
“It’s very common.”
“And how about the women of my station. Do they do it often?”
“It depends on their circumstances. But it happens more frequently than you might imagine.”
She was quiet, ruminating, then she said, “May I see Thomas?”
“Not today.”
“When, then?”
“Soon,” he lied.
It was a bad idea for her to speak with Thomas, and Michael wasn’t about to arrange a reunion. He’d consulted with the premier physicians and nannies in London, and they all insisted that there should be no contact. Thomas would forget more quickly, would acclimate with less discord and friction.
“How long is soon?” she inquired. “Is any meeting with him a prize I must earn? If so, how many sexual acts will I have to perform in order to be blessed with a visit?”
She scrutinized him, digging deep, her astute regard unnerving and irritating, and ultimately, she sighed.
“He’s not here, is he?”
“No.”
“He’s still in London,” she hotly charged. “He was in London all along.”
Michael shrugged, refusing to confirm or deny her accusation.
“You have no intention of letting me see him, do you?”
She spit the words at him, her disgust at her gullibility rolling off her in waves.
“I’ll let you—eventually,” he claimed, hating to continue deceiving her, but knowing he had to do what was best for Thomas. “After he’s more settled in his new surroundings.”
“It’s been over three months since you took him away!” Her eyes blazed with fury. “How much time would you say he needs?”
“More than he has had,” he curtly replied.
“Does he miss me?”
“Yes, he misses you. How could he not? But things have changed, and he recognizes that they have.”
“He’s eight years old!” she snapped, trembling. “How could he know the true consequences of our separation? How could he know that you meant forever?”
He had no defense, so he didn’t respond, and neither did she. She tamped down her spurt of temper, gazing at her lap, her fingers working at the blankets as she steadied her breathing.
“Yes,” she finally said, “I accept your terms. I’ll continue on as your mistress—although I don’t believe I can service you this morning, if that’s what you’re hoping. I’m rather sore.” She shifted away from him, moving to the far side of the mattress. “Could I have a few days before we recommence?”
“Certainly. I haven’t been to Henley Hall in ages, and I have many matters to attend there. I’ll return on Wednesday to have supper.”
“I’ll be expecting you.”
“I have some clothes coming for you. From London. They’ll be delivered over the next week or so.”
“I’m sure they’ll be lovely. Thank you.”
Was that sarcasm he heard? Was it derision?
Her expression was guileless, innocent as hell. What was she thinking? Bloody woman! The only gown she owned was the green one in which she’d arrived, and he was prepared to be extremely generous. Didn’t she want new dresses?
He cleared his throat, rattled by how she’d discomfited him.
“If you don’t like what I’ve purchased”—he scowled at the thought that she might not—“there’s a seamstress in the village. She’s competent to assist you in selecting other things.”
“The items you picked will be fine.”
“The servants are aware that you’re here. Peggy has met everyone. She can introduce you.”
“Marvelous.”
“It’s a small house, so there are just a handful of them, but they’re very efficient.”
She was being very courteous, but he couldn’t shake the impression that she was fuming over what he’d offered to provide. If she wanted to ask for a bigger wardrobe, or discuss the size of her allowance, he was perfectly amenable. Why didn’t she speak up? In the past, she’d never been shy about stating her opinion.
“I left some cash for you,” he advised, feeling clumsy and inept. “It’s in an envelope in the writing desk in the front parlor. In case you need anything, send a footman into the village to buy it for you.”
“You’re too kind.”
He paused. “You understand that this is for the best, don’t you?”
“Oh, yes.”
“I want you to use this period to rest and relax and get back on your feet.”
“Absolutely.”
“And while you’re here, I’ll be good to you. I swear it. When we’re through, you won’t even remember all the terrible things that have happened.”
“You’re correct; I won’t.”
Every comment she uttered seemed sincere, but there was an undercurrent that had him wondering if she was really listening. He was accustomed to women falling all over themselves in their attempts to please him, to do as he’d suggested, and he couldn’t imagine that she might have a different point of view, that she might assume he was being an ass.
“I’d better be going,” he mumbled. “Will you be all right here alone?”
“Definitely.”
“Would you like me to send Peggy to you?”
“Yes.”
He stood, dawdling like an imbecile. “Until Wednesday, then.”
“Until Wednesday.”
If he hadn’t botched their initial sexual encounter, he might have kissed her goodbye, but any further intimacy would have to wait.
Without another word, he spun and departed.
He was experienced in amorous affairs, and he knew how to make love to a female. Fanny had a very passionate nature, and over the coming weeks, he would repeatedly demonstrate how adept he could be at satisfying her. She’d be showered with pleasure until she was outrageously happy, content in her choice to be with him, and he’d revel in every minute of her schooling.

As his footsteps receded, the house was quiet as an undertaker’s parlor, and Fanny threw an arm over her eyes. What must the servants think of her? How would she ever show her face among them?
She’d allowed herself to be seduced by him, and up until the very end, she’d enjoyed it, too, when she couldn’t comprehend why. He’d proven over and over that he couldn’t be trusted. Why was she so susceptible to his dubious charms?
Perhaps she had a depraved aspect to her character of which she’d been unaware. Or perhaps all women—herself included—were prone to carnal misconduct and that was why they were so carefully counseled and chaperoned.
Whatever the reason, she was appalled by her blatant participation, and she wondered if she shouldn’t just brand a J for Jezebel in the center of her forehead so that everyone would know how much she’d relished her fall from grace.
“I’m sorry, Father,” she murmured, glad that the dear man was no longer alive to see the predicament into which she’d landed herself.
Burrowing down, she snuggled under the covers, wishing she could go all the way to China. Lord Henley’s scent was in the sheets, the unique aroma of his skin reminding her of what they’d done.
She’d always hoped to marry, to have a home and children of her own, but now, she never would. For all eternity, she would be alone. With no family, no friends, no husband, no place. She studied the bedchamber, taking in the expensive paintings and ornate furniture, and she started to laugh with a sort of mad misery.
“Oh Lord, oh Lord, what am I to do?”
Henley had been so smug in his certainty that she would jump at the chance to ally herself with him. No doubt, he’d entertained a lengthy string of partners who’d been ecstatic to wallow in any salacious behavior he requested.
There were plenty of such females in the world, her sister Camilla being one of them, but Fanny wasn’t loose. She had never been anything but a vicar’s daughter, a humble, modest, and pleasant person who wanted only the normal things that all women wanted.
She couldn’t remain where she was. She’d been raised to know right from wrong, to know that men and women shouldn’t fornicate unless they were married. Despite what Lord Henley presumed, Fanny wouldn’t agree to his ridiculous scheme.
She’d consented in order to have access to Thomas, and he wasn’t even in the area, which set her temper on a slow boil.
He was most likely still at the Duke’s mansion, so she had to return to the city. She would find a job and a room to let, and she’d begin watching for him. The Wainwrights couldn’t hide him forever.
From the moment she’d met Henley, she’d acted like a victim. No wonder he treated her like one! With Thomas as his bait, he’d tricked her again, had deceived and misled, and she’d swallowed every lie he’d told.
Well, those days were over. She wasn’t helpless. She was smart, she was a hard worker, and she could fend for herself.
He’d left her some money, and she would take it and she wouldn’t feel guilty about the theft. She’d sneak to the village, would purchase a fare on the next mail coach to London. She’d vanish before he was aware that she’d fled.
A knock sounded on the door, and Peggy bustled in. She was holding Fanny’s laundered clothes, and she had a box, so it looked as if more had arrived. She gaped at Fanny, almost as if she was imagining Fanny might have been murdered in the night.
“How are you, Miss?” she asked.
“I’m fine. A tad overwhelmed, but fine.”
“I’m having a bath brought up.”
“Thank you. I’d like one.”
“It’ll be nice and hot.” She deposited her load on a chair, then located Fanny’s robe and assisted her in putting it on.
“Do the servants know why I’m here?” Fanny inquired. “Have they been informed of my position?”
Peggy blushed and spun away. “Yes, Miss, but I wouldn’t fret over it. They’re well-trained, and they recognize that Lord Henley fancies you. They won’t think less of you for it.”
“How many other women has he invited here over the years?”
“If he’s had any prior guests, I haven’t been told about it.”
From Peggy’s pained expression, it was obvious that the number was quite high. The bounder!
Fanny’s fury surged, but she tamped it down and climbed from the bed, blanching with embarrassment as they both noticed the blood on the sheets. Peggy was horrified, but she struggled to conceal her reaction.
“I’ll have the maids up in a bit,” she said cheerily, “and we’ll have them washed in a snap.”
“I’d appreciate it.”
Fanny went over to the window and stared outside, assessing the lane that wound through the trees.
“How far is it into the village?” she queried.
“Not far. Perhaps a thirty-minute walk.”
“Is it down this road that I see?”
“Yes.”
“And which way is Henley Hall?”
“In the opposite direction, Miss.”
Good, Fanny thought. There’d be no chance of bumping into him as she slipped away.
“I’d like to take a walk later this morning.”
“It’s a lovely day for it, Miss. Let’s get you in the tub.”
Fanny stole a last glance outside, then followed Peggy, eager to hurry and dress so she could depart as quickly as possible.


CHAPTER TWELVE
“Where is he?”
“They claim they aren’t sure, milady.”
Rebecca rose and advanced on her footman. She’d sent him to the Duke’s house to inquire after Michael, only to discover that they wouldn’t disclose his whereabouts. It was the ultimate insult. HHer jaws were clenched so tightly she was surprised she didn’t crack a tooth.
“Did you speak with the Duke as I commanded you?”
“His Grace was still abed, but I managed a conversation with Lady Anne.”
“And...?”
“She asked me to give you this note.”
He offered it, and she snatched it away.
“You’re excused.”
The imbecile slithered out, and Rebecca broke the seal and scanned the words.
“What does she say?” Her father chimed in from his perch on a sofa by the hearth. He was already drinking, and it was only eleven o’clock in the morning.
“Michael left days ago. He didn’t tell anyone where he was going or when he’d be back.”
“How awfully rude.”
“She thinks he might be making arrangements for Miss Carrington.”
“For whom?”
“That horrid waif who barged into my engagement party.”
“Why would he bother with her?”
“Why, indeed?” Rebecca fumed.
She went over to the fireplace, and she grabbed a figurine off the mantle and flung it against the marble chimney. It shattered with a satisfying crash.
“Honestly, Rebecca, must you have a tantrum as if you were a spoiled toddler?”
“My wedding is in eight weeks!” she seethed. “Eight weeks!”
“You needn’t remind me.”
“The Wainwrights were the ones who insisted we hurry. They were the ones who wanted a limited betrothal and a fast finish. Haven’t I compromised on every detail?”
“You’ve been a veritable saint.”
“I’m having fewer parties, smaller balls, and less celebration.”
“Yes, you are.”
“We set such an early date that there’s hardly any opportunity for people to make a fuss over us, yet he tots off with another woman as if he has no responsibility to me.”
“He’s a wretch; I always said so. But then, so was his brother. So is his father. It runs in the family. If you want to be a duchess someday, you’d best get used to it.”
“Never!” Rebecca vowed. “I will never get used to it!”
“What about the fête Lady Belmont is hosting for the two of you on Wednesday? Will he be there?”
“How would I know?” Rebecca threw up her hands in disgust. “And how about Lady Rosewood’s soiree on Saturday? Am I to stand in the receiving line by myself, making excuses about where he is?”
The prior evening, Michael had missed a supper to which they’d accepted an invitation, and Rebecca hadn’t had a clue that he wasn’t coming. He hadn’t contacted her or sent an explanation. She’d learned of the snub directly before the meal when he’d failed to arrive and the hostess had anxiously inquired if they should start without him.
Rebecca had breezily instructed her to proceed, and she’d had to simper and chat through the whole mortifying affair as if nothing was wrong while every shrew in attendance was snickering behind her fan.
For that humiliation alone, she would kill him a dozen times over.
She picked up a vase and pitched it as she had the figurine. It crashed, too, breaking into even tinier pieces.
“I will give him exactly one week to return,” she swore. “In seven days, if he’s not in our foyer, on his knees begging for forgiveness, I will go find him and drag him back here myself.”
“I’d like to see that,” her father mumbled.
“Trust me: it won’t be pretty.”

“Where is he?”
The Duke glared at Rebecca’s father, Harold Talbot. He didn’t like the man, but then, the Duke didn’t like anyone.
“I don’t know.”
“Bloody liar,” Harold accused.
“Careful, Harold. I’ll put up with a lot from you, but not that.”
“Rebecca is up in arms.”
“I’m sorry to hear it.”
“With all her clamoring, my household is in an uproar. There’s not a minute’s peace to be had.”
“Female hysteria can be an irritation. I never tolerate it myself.”
“Your son is a cad and a nuisance.”
The Duke rather thought that Michael was too soft, but he wasn’t about to debate the issue with Talbot. He stood.
“Goodbye.”
“Goodbye!” Harold sputtered. “Is that all you have to say?”
“Yes, except for: Get out of here now, or I’ll ring for the footmen and have them toss you out on the lawn.”
“Michael is toying with my daughter’s affections.”
“She has no affections, and we both know it.”
Harold’s cheeks flushed with fury. “If you imagine I’ll sit by and let him embarrass her to the entire world, I’ll... I’ll...”
Harold couldn’t conjure a consequence dire enough to sufficiently threaten. Rebecca was desperate to be a duchess, which meant she was desperate for the marriage to occur. If Michael didn’t show up until the vicar was at the altar with prayer book in hand, she would eagerly go through with the ceremony.
“Look Harold,” the Duke easily fibbed, “there were a few problems at Henley Hall. Michael had to deal with them. Tell Rebecca he’ll be gone two weeks, perhaps three.”
“You expect me to inform her that he’ll be gone three weeks when the wedding is in eight? You expect me to advise her that he’ll miss three weeks of celebrating the greatest occasion of her life?”
“It’s the reality of the situation. She’ll have to cope.”
“Has he no conscience? No shame? For all her pomp and pride, Rebecca is a twenty-year-old girl, who’s been waiting for this moment since she was a baby. How dare he ruin it for her!”
“I’ll make your feelings very clear when I next speak with him.”
“You do that.”
“I’ll have him buy her a big, fat diamond as an apology. An expensive bauble should soothe her ruffled feathers.”
“You’re a horse’s ass.”
“And you’re any better? Just because you’ve annoyed me, I ought to write to Michael and notify him that I’ve called the wedding off.”
“You wouldn’t!”
“I would,” the Duke bluffed, needing the match and Rebecca’s money much more than he wanted Harold to know, “so don’t tempt me. Go away before my patience is completely exhausted.”
Harold stormed out, hurling over his shoulder, “You haven’t heard the last of me.”
“I’m trembling in my boots.”
Once the door slammed behind him, the Duke sank down in his chair, his mind awhirl with speculation.
Where was the dratted boy? What was he up to?
Without a word of explanation, he and Fanny Carrington had vanished. They’d sneaked out the back like a pair of thieves in the night before anyone had realized they’d departed.
Michael might think he was being sly, but the Duke had no doubt as to what was happening. After Miss Carrington had washed and dressed and eaten several meals, she’d turned out to be quite a beautiful girl, and Michael was as randy as any male in the kingdom. How could he resist?
Ever since Michael had first met her, he’d been glum as a whipped dog, and now that he’d absconded with her, his foul mood made sense. They must have had a brief affair over the summer, and Michael had taken her to his love nest at Henley Hall so that he could pursue the liaison in earnest.
Usually, the Duke wasn’t concerned about Michael’s mistresses. A man was allowed his vices after all, so there was no reason to harangue him over them, but obviously, this circumstance was more than a mere seduction, and the infatuation was interfering with his obligations.
The Duke would let Michael have a month to sate his sexual urges. If he hadn’t returned to London by then, the Duke would go to Henley Hall himself and send the little whore packing.

“Where is he?”
Anne gazed at Phillip, her stupid pulse fluttering with delight, and there was such a pathetic expression of longing on her face that she spun away so he wouldn’t notice. She walked into the nearest salon, abandoning him in the foyer.
He followed, irked by her discourtesy.
“Father says he’s at Henley Hall.”
“Is he?”
“I suppose. I’m not sure.”
She seated herself on a sofa, pretending scant interest in his arrival, though she was actually quivering with excitement.
Since the evening he’d kissed her, she hadn’t seen him again, and his absence had been like a bothersome toothache. She couldn’t stop pondering him, why he’d done it, why he’d stayed away after he had.
“The servants tell me that he took Miss Carrington with him.”
“Well, I’ll certainly have to caution them about gossiping.”
“Did he?” Phillip snapped.
“Yes, if you must know.”
“Where are they?”
“I already told you: Henley Hall.”
“So if I rode there, I’d find her?”
Anne was peeved by his anxiety over Miss Carrington. Anne had chatted with her on numerous occasions, and she was sweet and charming in ways that Anne hadn’t expected.
The very fetching Miss Carrington made Anne feel old and used up, snobbish and redundant. Anne had compared herself, and found herself lacking, and she was glad Michael had taken the younger woman away.
“Yes, you’d find her,” Anne curtly retorted. “Why wouldn’t you? Why would Father lie?”
“If you have to ask yourself that, then you’re even more naïve than I suspected.”
“We have no commitments to Miss Carrington. If she left of her own accord, or if she left with Michael, it’s none of our affair. It was evident that she’d experienced some difficulties, and if Michael is helping to settle her somewhere, then good for him. He always was a gentleman.”
Phillip rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, Michael is the perfect gentleman.”
“What are you implying?”
“He and the Duke don’t have her welfare at heart.”
“That’s enough!” She jumped to her feet. “You need to leave.”
“I’ll leave, all right, but give the Duke this message for me.”
“What is it?”
“If he’s hurt her, he’ll answer to me.”
Anne’s jealousy surged to the fore, and it took her a moment to recognize it for what it was: She loathed Phillip’s obsession with Miss Carrington.
“Why is everyone so enamored of her?”
“For your brother, it’s because she’s pretty and available and alone. For your father, I’m guessing it’s all about money.”
“Money! You’re insane. She doesn’t have any.”
“But Thomas Wainwright does. He’s inherited a fortune, and if I know the Duke—which I do—he’s not about to share it with Thomas.”
“That’s not true. Father is happy to have him with us.”
“You can deceive yourself if you like, but not me. The Duke is too greedy and dictatorial. He would never permit Thomas to benefit from his father’s bequest. Nor can he let Miss Carrington learn of the windfall. She might demand that the Michael actually carry out his duty under John’s will.”
Could he be correct? Could the Duke be plotting against Thomas? John had named Michael as Thomas’s guardian and trustee. Could the Duke interfere somehow in the arrangement? Was Michael even aware of the possibility?
“That’s not true,” she loyally repeated.
He ignored her and added, “As for myself, I simply want to talk to her. I want to ask her about her parents.”
“What about them? Her father was a country vicar. He and her mother were married for forty years. She grew up in a house next to the church.”
“Perhaps.”
“She told me so herself.”
He shrugged, looking arrogantly male. “If she’s in trouble, she needs advice from someone she can trust. I will assist her. Not the Duke. And most definitely not Michael.”
“If she’s with Michael, she’s fine,” Anne insisted.
“He’s my best friend, and I know him better than anyone, so don’t imbue him with character traits he doesn’t deserve.”
He started out, and his superior attitude enraged her.
“Phillip!” she cried.
He whirled around, his furious expression rattling her.
“What?”
“I...I...” she stammered.
“You...what?”
“Where have you been? It’s been an eternity since you stopped by.”
Her cheeks flamed bright red. The comment had come out all wrong. She sounded like an aging courtesan, begging for a few scraps of attention from an old lover, but that was precisely how he made her feel.
“I haven’t stopped by, because after my last visit, I realized that I don’t like you very much.”
The virulence of his statement surprised her, and she glanced down at the floor, wishing it would open and swallow her up.
“I see,” she mumbled. “Well then, don’t let me keep you.”
She whipped away from him, her back stiff, waiting for him to walk away, but he didn’t budge. The awkward moment stretched to infinity, and she wanted to die. The instant he was out the door, she’d instruct the butler never to admit him again, and she didn’t care what Michael said.
This was her home as much as her brother’s, and Phillip Sinclair would never insult her again!
“I’m sorry, Anne,” he murmured. “That was cruel of me. I didn’t mean it.”
“Well, I’m a grown woman. I expect I’ll get over it.”
Another lengthy, uncomfortable interval passed, both of them frozen in place, then his hand was on her waist. He was directly behind her, though she hadn’t noted him coming closer. If she’d been braver, she could have spun and been cradled in his arms, but she couldn’t make her feet move.
“Why did you kiss me?” she asked. “The other day...why did you?”
“Look at me.”
“No. Just answer my question.”
“Don’t you know why?”
“I have no idea.”
He sighed. “I’ve always wanted to kiss you.”
“You have not.”
“I have, and I finally decided to try it.”
The room seemed very hot, and she couldn’t catch her breath.
Suddenly, they were treading on some very dangerous ground. He was about to say things she couldn’t bear to hear, about to demand responses she couldn’t give. She couldn’t go where the conversation would lead her.
“Look at me,” he said again, but she could only shake her head.
He guided her around, and she stared at his chest, unable to force her gaze upward, afraid of what she might see.
“Anne...” he whispered, then he bent down and kissed her.
There was an anger and urgency in it that she couldn’t subdue. His lips devoured hers, and as he drew her tightly against him, every inch of her body was pressed to his in an electrifying fashion.
She’d been kissed before—many times—as she’d slipped into dark alcoves with various swains. Their embraces had been hasty and sweet and very thrilling, but they’d been nothing like this.
She felt as if she was drowning, as if they were plummeting together and would never resurface. She felt as if she’d fallen off a cliff, that there was no bottom, and he couldn’t help her or rescue her.
Who kissed like this? What sort of people scratched and clawed and bit as if they were dying and it was the last thing they would ever do?
With a sob of despair, she wrenched away, and her heart was hammering so hard that she wondered if it might quit beating. He seemed in no better condition. His color was high, his eyes glittering with emotions she couldn’t name.
“Come away with me,” he said, the words yanked from his very soul.
“To where?”
“To wherever you want. To hell with your father, and this bloody house. Let’s just leave.”
“You and me? Leave?”
“Yes.”
“What would we do?”
“We would kiss like that...and more and more. We’d never stop.”
He extended his hand, hoping she would take it, as if he envisioned the two of them sneaking off like a pair of naughty children. She gaped at it as if he’d gone mad.
“Are you asking me to marry you?”
“If it’s what you wish. Or we can simply go away. I’ll accept whatever you can give me.”
“My father would never agree.”
“I’m not asking him. I’m asking you.”
His proposal prodded at something deep inside, some craving she couldn’t describe or acknowledge.
A woman of her station didn’t run off, especially with a man of Phillip’s dubious origins. Yet the suggestion disconcerted her. She’d never done a single, wild thing in her entire life, had never disobeyed or rebelled, had never sassed or contradicted. She was the most dutiful daughter who had ever lived, but Phillip saw someone different, someone bold and daring who could defy convention and cast caution to the wind.
With every fiber of her being, she yearned to be the woman he needed, but she couldn’t imagine acting in any manner other than the one decreed by her father. It wasn’t in her nature.
“No...never. I could never go with you.”
For the briefest instant, he appeared stricken, as if she’d stabbed him with her refusal, but swiftly, he composed his features and stepped away. His cheeks were flushed with chagrin.
As if they were being introduced at a formal party, he straightened and clicked his heels together.
“It seems”—his voice sounded strangled—“that I’ve made a fool of myself yet again. My apologies.”
He stumbled out.
“Phillip!” she called. “Phillip, wait!”
She chased after him, but he was down the hall and out the door so fast that she couldn’t catch up. She raced out to the drive, watching, as he leapt onto his horse and spurred it away.
“Phillip!” she called again, not sure what she was requesting.
For him to come back? For what purpose? To quarrel more viciously?
Begging him to halt, she reached out, but just then, several footmen rounded the corner of the house, and she couldn’t bear to have them witness the humiliating episode.
She lowered her arm, calmed herself, and strolled into the foyer as if nothing had happened.

“Where is she?”
“I don’t know, milord. She went for a walk, but she never returned.”
“How long ago?”
“Right after you left this morning.”
Michael glared at Peggy. “Why did you let her run off?”
“I apologize, milord. She’s an adult and your guest. I didn’t realize she wasn’t permitted to go out. When she said she was taking a walk, I didn’t believe it was my place to prevent her.”
“You should have contacted me at once. The afternoon is nearly ended. If I don’t locate her soon, she’ll be wandering out in the dark.”
She dropped into a groveling curtsy, looking terrified, worried that she was about to be fired, and he was close to it. He couldn’t remember when he’d last been so furious.
What if Fanny was lost? What if she’d fallen and hurt herself? If she was injured, how would she get home? Did she even want to come home?
Obviously, during their previous conversation, he’d been correct in wondering if her agreement to be his mistress was sincere. She would risk a dangerous and imprudent flight into the woods rather than stay with him.
Was he an ogre? Had he been a tyrant to her?
No! He’d offered her the moon, yet she had fled as if he’d forced her into slavery. He did not understand her. “Get up,” he snapped.
“Am I to be discharged?” Peggy asked as she rose.
“No. I want you here when she returns. She’ll need you to assist her.”
She shuddered with relief. “I swear I’ll be more careful in the future. I’ll notify you of everything she does. If she so much as breathes, you’ll know about it.”
“Did she leave me a note?”
“Not that I found, but...ah...she took the money you left for her.”
She took the money? She’d used it to sneak away?
He’d provided it for frivolous things, for ribbons for her beautiful hair or gloves for her pretty hands. Not as the financial means to pay for a rash, reckless escape!
He stomped out, muttering to himself, and Peggy was brave enough to follow him outside. As he mounted his horse, she said, “When will you be back, milord?”
“Shortly—and I’ll have Miss Carrington with me. Tell the staff to be ready to attend us both, regardless of the hour or the day.”
Feeling as if a demented fiend had possessed him, he kicked the animal into a canter. In minutes, he was racing into the village. It was a tiny community and strangers an oddity, and he was certain people must have seen her.
Quickly, he discovered that she’d headed to London on the mail coach, and he was greatly reassured by the news that the employees at the coaching inn had observed her as she’d departed. After all, a woman couldn’t get in too much trouble, riding in a public vehicle.
He hurried after her, aware that if anyone had been watching, they’d have deemed him mad, and he couldn’t quite figure out himself what he was doing.
Why fret over her? Why not shrug his shoulders and say good riddance? If she wanted to proceed to the city, to forage on the streets and starve herself to death, what was it to him?
But try as he might, he couldn’t let her go.
Faster than he might have anticipated, he caught sight of the coach. The road was generally safe, with no problems of highwayman, so the driver wasn’t expecting to see a crazed man loping alongside.
The vehicle was packed to the gills, the passengers crammed in, elbow-to-elbow, and many of them peeked out. They were unnerved, impatient to keep moving.
“Pull over!” Michael commanded.
“Are ya daft?” the driver yelled. “I will not!”
“My wife’s aboard,” he shouted, “and I haven’t said she could go to London.”
“Your wife, you say?”
“Yes, and if you take her without my permission, I’ll have your job.”
Michael appeared sufficiently prosperous to give the man pause. For a moment, he considered, then he tugged on the reins. The team snorted and struggled to a halt, the weighty conveyance rolling some distance before it stopped completely.
“What is it?” the passengers were frantically asking. “What’s happening?”
The driver ignored them. “What’s your wife’s name?”
“Frances. Fanny Carrington.”
“I have a Fanny Carrington on board.”
“I demand that you turn her over to me.”
The fellow hemmed and hawed, not eager to comply with the unusual request, but unwilling to risk Michael’s wrath.
Michael was too annoyed to wait for a decision, and he jumped down from his horse and went over to the door. He grabbed the handle and yanked it open.
“Fanny Carrington, get out here!”
There was some whispering, then Fanny hissed, “I will not. Go away.”
An elderly lady leaned out. “Really, sir, this is most improper.”
“What’s improper is my wife totting off to London without my consent. Our children are home alone, because I had to chase after her—again. She wants to be an actress! In the city! Can you imagine! How will I explain it to our daughters?”
There were more murmurs, but disgruntled ones.
“The man’s insane,” Fanny claimed. “I’m not his wife! I have no children.”
Her denial produced out-and-out gasps.
Michael peered up at the driver, pretending to be harassed and aggrieved.
“See what I put up with, being married to her? It’s a constant battle.”
“Hussy!” someone scolded.
“Deserting your children!” another chastised. “You ought to be ashamed.”
With a heave and a shove, several arms pushed her out, and Michael caught her as she fell. She was off balance, and the instant her feet touched the ground, she jerked away.
Looking lost and very young, she pleaded with the driver.
“He’s lying,” she solemnly declared. “I’m not his wife.”
“He says you are, Miss. You’d best go with him.”
“I don’t want to.”
“You don’t have no choice in the matter. You get on now.”
The elderly woman spoke again. “It’ll be all right, girl. You’ll see.” She glared at Michael. “Promise you won’t beat her in front of all of us, so she knows you mean it.”
Michael—who’d never laid a hand on a female—pledged, “I swear I won’t beat her.”
“There you have it.” The woman nodded with satisfaction. “Driver? Let’s go. Time’s a-wasting.”
The driver studied Fanny, then Michael, then Fanny again, and he cracked his whip. The team started to pull, the harness creaking with the heavy load.
Michael seized Fanny by the waist, lugged her over to his horse, and threw her onto the saddle. He leapt on behind, wrenched around, and headed for Henley Hall.
Fanny—for once—had nothing to say.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Fanny marched into the house, her shawl pulled over her head to conceal herself from the servants. They were lined up on both sides of the foyer, their expressions condemning and derisive. Since they were extremely loyal to Lord Henley, they would view her running off as a betrayal.
She felt as if she was entering a jail, and they were all guards. They’d watch her now, and she wouldn’t be able to so much as sneeze without one of them tattling.
She trudged up the stairs to the master suite, Lord Henley hot on her heels, and she sat in a chair, silently observing him, as he whispered instructions to the traitor, Peggy. Peggy slinked away, and he whipped around to confront Fanny.
“Well,” he started, “what have you to say for yourself?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing! You sneak off without telling anyone where you’re going. You trot across the country, bound for London and God knows what fate, and you have nothing to say?”
“No. Why would you be concerned about what I do? How could you possibly be fretting over me?”
The question stymied him, and he scowled, as if he had no idea why he was distraught.
“You will not step out of this house again without seeking my permission. I’m afraid I have to insist.”
“Am I to be your prisoner?”
“No! Why would you think that?”
He seemed surprised by his outburst, and he took a deep breath, then another, calming himself. He grabbed a chair and dragged it over to where she was sitting, then he sat, too, so they were facing each other, their knees touching, their feet and legs entwined.
“I thought we had an agreement,” he gently said. “You told me you’d stay.”
“I lied,” she admitted, “but you lied, too. You swore I could see Thomas if I dallied with you, but he wasn’t even here.”
“I never said he was here,” he arrogantly stated. “You just presumed he was.”
“Which makes your behavior toward me even more disgraceful. You pushed forward to ruin me, but the negotiated compensation was a visit with Thomas, and you didn’t intend to pay it. So I won’t be your mistress. Not for a year. Not for a day. It’s wrong, and I know better.”
“But I want to take care of you, Fanny!”
“I don’t need you to. I’m a hard worker, and I’m honest. I’ll find a job.”
“But I’m offering you a home, and servants of your own, and an easier life! You don’t have to fend for yourself.”
“I don’t mind. I never have. I haven’t had much luck lately, and I’ve had some set-backs, but I’ll overcome them.”
“Last night,” he continued, “I was horrid to you.”
She shrugged, but didn’t respond.
“The act of making love can be wonderful,” he asserted.
“I’m sure you’re correct, but although I’m now a fallen women”—he winced at the description—“I’m not a loose one, and I won’t pretend to be.”
“You’re not fallen,” he tried to claim, “and you’re not loose.”
“My father was a vicar, and I loved him very much. If he could see me now, he would be so ashamed.”
She glanced away, a surge of tears flooding her eyes. The humiliation, terror, and heartbreak of the past few years bubbled up until she felt as if she was choking on all that had been lost. Her parents. Her nephew. Her sister. Her home. Her reputation.
Sometimes, she pondered what reason there was to keep on. If she suddenly dropped dead, who would miss her?
“I never met your father,” he said, “but he could never be ashamed of you. Don’t talk like that.”
He reached for her hand, and he held it in his own, rubbing it, chafing it to warm her cold skin. She was chilled to the bone and would like naught more than to take a hot bath, to crawl into a comfortable nightgown and sleep for a week.
She was curious as to what would happen next. He probably assumed he’d wear her down, that he’d lure her to his bed, but she would never relent. She knew what she wanted—and what she didn’t want.
She peered up at him. His eyes were ringed with dark shadows, and it occurred to her that he had been genuinely alarmed when she fled. He ought to have said good riddance, but instead, he’d chased her down and brought her back so that he’d know she was safe.
His actions made no sense, unless he was sincerely fond of her. Could it be? Could his affection be real?
When he’d taken Thomas, she’d discounted his motives in initially befriending her, but in light of his recent conduct, she was no longer sure of anything.
“When we first arrived,” she told him, “you said I was your guest.”
“Yes, you are.”
“But I can’t earn my bed and board the way you were hoping, so now what?”
“We’ll figure it out.”
“I have to proceed to London,” she declared. “At the earliest opportunity.”
He growled with frustration. “Why?”
“I have to locate my sister.”
“Your sister!” He threw up his hands. “Forget about her, Fanny. She’s despicable.”
“My parents asked me to watch over her, and I swore that I would. I’m anxious about her situation. I have to know that she’s all right.”
“She is.”
“I need to be certain.”
“Fine,” he snapped. “I have her address. Would you be content with writing her a letter?”
“Yes, if you promise you’ll mail it.”
“I promise.”
She scoffed. “As if I’d believe you.”
“I’ll have it delivered!”
At hearing her skepticism, he appeared abashed, so maybe he really would follow through, but she couldn’t guess how he’d behave.
”And I won’t stop trying to find Thomas—no matter how determined you are to keep him from me. It’s cruel.”
He glared at her, a muscle ticking in his cheek. “Why are you being so stubborn about this?”
“I want to see him, and I won’t apologize for it.”
“That’s why you sneaked off, isn’t it? You were going to London to look for him.”
“Yes, and I’ll go again as soon as I can get there without you suspecting.”
He leaned back in his chair, his fingers drumming on the arm. His mind was whirring, and she could sense that he was weighing various remarks. Was he devising a new way to coerce her? To confuse her? To placate her?
“Would you like it if Thomas came here?” he ultimately said. “If I brought him to you, would you stay put?”
At the prospect, her pulse raced. “For how long?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, I would like it if he came. I would like it if I could be with him.”
“I’ll consider it, but on one condition.”
“What is it?”
“You will remain here with him. You won’t leave yourself, and you won’t leave with him. Swear it to me, or I won’t do it.”
“Yes, I swear. I’ll remain here, and I won’t abscond with him.”
It was an easy pledge to make. Whether she’d keep it was another story. Once in her life, she’d been an honest person, but she was learning Henley’s bad habits. If Thomas had been ill-used, she would break her vow and be gone with him in an instant.
“All right,” he said. “I’ll send for him immediately.”
“Thank you.”
“It will take several days.”
She studied him, struggling to discern if he was telling the truth, but she couldn’t decide. Thomas would either arrive shortly or he wouldn’t. At least now, with her having more experience in dealing with Henley, she wouldn’t let him raise her expectations.
She would be cautious; she would wait and see, and if Thomas failed to appear, she wouldn’t be crushed.
“Why would you do this?” she asked. “Why would you be kind to me?”
“I want you to be happy.” He shrugged, seeming perplexed by the admission.
“Why would you care one way or the other?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea.”
She chuckled, but wearily. “You’re mad.”
“Very likely,” he concurred. He smiled, giving her a glimpse of the charm he’d once wielded against her so successfully. “You don’t need to be so tough.”
“I can’t help it. I’ve been alone a long time.”
“But you don’t need to handle everything by yourself. You could lean on me a bit. It wouldn’t kill you.”
She wished she could depend on him, but too much had happened and none of it good.
Still, he’d offered her a temporary refuge, and she would graciously accept it. For the moment, she was out of options and too worn down to keep fighting. She would wait for Thomas, and his condition would determine what her next step would be.
“You look exhausted,” he mentioned.
“I am.”
He stood. “I’m ordering you a bath.”
She’d endured months of deprivation and distress, and she wasn’t fully recovered from her ordeals. The smallest amount of taxing activity fatigued her. A bath sounded heavenly.
“I’d like that.”
“Then I want you to get yourself to bed and sleep until noon.”
“I will.”
“I’ll be back in the afternoon to check on you.” He placed his hand on the top of her head. “I’m glad you’re staying.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said in response.
“Yes, tomorrow.”
He bent down and—as if he had every right—he kissed her, then he left.
Fanny sat in the quiet, her fingers pressed to her lips, tasting him on her mouth, and wondering why she hadn’t stopped him or turned away.

“Where are they?”
Fanny went to the window to stare down the road.
“They’re traveling as fast as they can,” Michael replied.
“Why can’t that blasted coach sprout wings and fly?”
At her impatience, he chuckled, marveling at the change two weeks had wrought. She was recuperated, fed, and comfortable.
And now, as Michael had promised, Thomas was about to join her.
He’d meant to do as the Duke and the doctors had decreed and never permit Fanny to see Thomas again, but somewhere along the way, their suggestions had gotten all jumbled until he wasn’t certain what was best.
He wanted to make Fanny happy. It was as simple and as complicated as that.
It seemed a minor concession to the let the boy live with her. In the hours Michael had passed with Thomas, when he’d first moved to London, he had never inquired after his mother, but he’d talked of Fanny incessantly. When Thomas missed her so desperately, Michael didn’t understand how the so-called experts could be correct in their advice to keep them separated.
“I think I hear the carriage,” Fanny said, craning to see. “I think they’re coming.”
She squealed with delight and ran out to the yard. He followed and noted the coach lumbering toward them, a second vehicle behind it. Thomas had his own entourage: a nurse, a nanny, a tutor, and several others who’d been specifically selected to serve him.
Michael had had Thomas ensconced at Wainwright Manor, the estate John had bequeathed to him, but even though Thomas was flanked by grown-ups who were doing a good job of tending him, he’d been very lonely.
He was too courteous to complain, but his blatant despondency over Fanny forced Michael to realize that he didn’t know very much about children.
He had no clue as to what they needed to thrive, and he’d tried to formulate a life for Thomas based on his own childhood—which he had to admit had been fairly miserable. He’d been surrounded by adults, too, but not his parents who’d been either too busy or too detached to care for him themselves.
Michael had simply wanted Thomas to be cheerful and content with his new environment and status. He’d instituted plans with those purposes in mind, but it was clear that he’d made many wrong decisions, and he was actually relieved that Fanny had spurred him to initiate changes.
He tucked her arm into his, the two of them standing together, waiting for the little lord of the manor to arrive. Slowly, Michael was rebuilding her trust and restoring the friendship he’d squandered, and in the process, something exquisite and fine was being established between them.
“Do you see him?” She was up on tiptoe, peeking in the carriage window.
“Hold on, hold on,” Michael said, laughing.
The lead coach rattled to a halt, and it took the footmen forever to lower the step, to fuss with the door. Finally—finally!—it was opened and Thomas appeared.
“Aunt Fanny! Aunt Fanny!”
He whooped with joy and leapt down, and he barreled into her, almost knocking her down.
Fanny fell to her knees, hugging him so tightly that Michael didn’t know how they could breathe. On witnessing their obvious elation at being reunited, he felt petty and mean-spirited for having kept them apart.
“Oh, look at you! Look at you!” Fanny murmured the phrase over and over, and she was stroking her hands up and down his back, touching him everywhere as if ensuring that he was real and not an apparition.
“I’ve been gone a very long time,” Thomas pointed out.
“Yes you have.”
“Did you miss me?”
“Every second of every day. Where have you been?”
“At Wainwright Manor,” he confessed. “It’s a grand house, and it’s my very own.”
“It’s yours?”
“Uncle Michael said so.” Thomas glanced up at Michael. “Hello, sir.”
As opposed to Thomas’s vivacious outpouring with Fanny, toward Michael, he was very reserved.
“Hello, Thomas. I’m so glad you could join us.”
“Aren’t I correct?” Thomas asked Michael. “Isn’t it my very own house?”
“Yes, it is.”
Thomas peered at Fanny again. “I want you to come and live with me. It’s very pretty there, and you wouldn’t have to work so hard as you did before. There’s plenty of food, and you can have your own bedchamber and everything.”
“I can? My goodness.”
“I’m rich, too, and I could buy you new dresses and whatever else you need. Will you live with me? I’ve been hoping you would.”
“We’ll talk about it.” Fanny stood, her eyes not meeting Michael’s.
He still hadn’t told her about Thomas’s inheritance, and he wasn’t certain why. Now, with the information coming from Thomas, rather than himself, it would seem like a deception, and Michael would have some tricky explaining to do.
Fanny and Thomas walked away as if they’d forgotten Michael’s existence. They entered the house, Thomas chattering away.
“Uncle Michael bought me a pony,” he was saying.
“A pony! Aren’t you lucky!”
“But just for a little while, because I’m almost big enough for a horse. And I have my very own riding master, and he is teaching me to...”
As they moved inside, his merry voice faded, and Michael dawdled in the yard, observing the horde debarking from the carriages, their piles and piles of luggage being unloaded.
The nurse was as dour as ever, but the other women were smiling, wiping away furtive tears that had been shed during the emotional reunion between Fanny and Thomas. Michael himself had quite a lump in his throat. He hadn’t been prepared for such raw sentiment, and he wasn’t sure how to deal with it.
He hated how Fanny and Thomas had sauntered off without him. He wanted to be included, wanted to create a trio, rather than a duo, but he couldn’t figure out how to force himself into the middle of their bond. Instead, he focused on the hectic moment, on the new arrivals and the space they would require.
As was typical since he’d brought Fanny to the country, he hadn’t been thinking clearly. It was impossible for Thomas’s servants to be lodged with him. The servants’ quarters were small and in use by the current staff, and if Michael tried to squeeze in others, there’d be chaos and bickering.
Plus, he couldn’t have all these people watching him with Fanny. His employees understood the disreputable purpose for which he utilized the residence, and they’d been specifically chosen because they were discreet and nonjudgmental about his affairs.
These newcomers would look askance at his introducing Thomas to such a seedy environment. They would fume and gossip, when he didn’t want any stories getting back to London.
He went to the lead footman and ordered him to escort the group to Henley Hall where they would spend the night, then return to Wainwright Manor.
After much repacking, grumbling, and questions, they boarded the carriages and departed.
As they rumbled out of sight, he breathed a sigh of relief, as if he’d dodged a bullet, and it occurred to him that it hadn’t actually been the servants’ presence that had bothered him.
If he’d wished it, he could have made room for them, but the reality was that Michael was desperate to be alone with Fanny and Thomas. Buried deep in his heart was a smoldering need to carry on like a normal family with them.
He’d never experienced such a thing prior, had never lived through it himself, and to his amazement, it was something he was determined to sample once in his life. The craving made no sense, but was real and potent and couldn’t be ignored.
Grinning with anticipation, he hurried inside, knowing they were waiting for him and feeling as if he was truly coming home for the very first time.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Fanny blew out the candle and tiptoed away from Thomas’s room. He’d been asleep for over an hour, but she couldn’t force herself away from him. She’d been terrified she’d glance over and find that it had all been a dream and he wasn’t really there.
Lord Henley was waiting for her at the end of the hall, standing in the doorway to the master suite. He’d made himself comfortable, had shed his coat and cravat, had rolled back his sleeves. He looked handsome and indolent and dangerous, and despite how she’d planned to ignore him, her pulse sped.
He’d spent the day with them, and the transition had been so easy. It seemed as if she’d always lived with him and Thomas, and his kindness unnerved her as his temper and arrogance never could.
She kept coming until they were toe to toe. He was in a strange mood and couldn’t take his eyes off her, and it was a heady sensation, being the focus of all that male attention. She didn’t know how to deflect it and wasn’t sure she wanted to.
“Is he finally asleep?” he asked.
“Yes. He was so excited to be here. I didn’t think he’d ever nod off.”
“I like watching you with him. I like seeing the two of you together.”
“I like being with him. Thank you for bringing him to me.”
He slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her to him, their bodies connecting as he kissed her.
She wouldn’t pretend that she hated being kissed by him, for she didn’t hate it. Her problem was that she enjoyed it too much, but he was too experienced for her, and she couldn’t deal with the feelings he ignited.
He continued on, and she allowed the embrace until she was breathless and her knees weak, then she glided away and skirted past him into the bedchamber. She hurried through the suite to the dressing room, but he followed, stalking after her as a hungry hawk would a mouse.
While she wanted to order him out, she wasn’t certain he would go, or that she had the right to demand his departure. The house was his, and she was staying in it at his behest, and it would take some time to figure out exactly where the lines were drawn as to his authority and her actual place.
His passions were running hot, and she had to cool them. Conversation was the best way to distract him, and it was the first chance she’d had to pose the question that had been eating at her all day.
“Why didn’t you tell me about his inheritance?”
He shrugged. “I couldn’t reveal it to you, but keep it from your sister, and I wasn’t about to apprise her of his fortune. I didn’t trust her.”
“Who is the money from?”
“His father, my brother, John.”
“He passed away?”
“Yes. Nine months ago.”
“Yet you never mentioned it.”
He shrugged again. “I didn’t see how it could make any difference if you knew or not.”
At the inane reply, she rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Were the two of you close?”
“Yes, we were.”
“What are the will’s provisions regarding Thomas?”
“He’s John’s heir.”
A prickly silence ensued. He didn’t supply any further details, his expression indicating that he wouldn’t discuss his brother or the terms of the bequest, and she yearned to shake him until his teeth rattled. Would it kill him to confide in her? Just once?
He’d erected a firm barrier that prevented her from discovering much about his private life, even though she was very curious. She’d like to probe for details, but she was sure he wouldn’t provide them, and it gave him an undue advantage. He knew absolutely everything about her while she knew practically nothing about him.
He approached and gestured to the stool in front of the dressing table.
“Sit down.”
“Why?”
“I want to take down your hair.”
She frowned and thought about complaining, but didn’t. Like a puppet on a string, she obeyed.
He stood behind her, so dark and brooding, and as she studied his reflection in the mirror, she was unable to look away. Slowly, he extracted the combs and pins, removing them one at a time, relishing the chore. Soon, the lengthy tresses tumbled free, and he riffled his fingers through them, then he grabbed the brush and tugged it down.
She relaxed against him, liking this side of him, feeling very wanton but not caring. Gradually, he was luring her into his web again. Would she allow herself to be trapped?
Eventually, he tossed the brush onto the table, and he bent down and nibbled at her nape. Goosebumps cascaded down her arms.
“I love your hair,” he murmured.
“Don’t change the subject.”
“Who’s changing the subject? I’m talking about how beautiful you are.”
“Thomas said that he is very rich now.”
“He is.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means he’s very rich.”
He glanced up, their gazes locking in the mirror.
“If your brother was so generous at his death, why didn’t he show any interest in Thomas when he was still alive?”
“I haven’t any idea. He never mentioned Thomas to me. Not once.”
“Did you know my sister? Were you aware of their affair?”
“I had never heard of your sister, and I hadn’t met her until I came to the country. We only learned about Thomas when the will was read after John’s funeral.”
“Who has he named to be Thomas’s guardian?”
“Me.”
“And you’re in charge of his money, too?”
“Every penny until he is twenty-one.”
They continued to stare, and her mind whirred. No wonder they’d wrested Thomas away from her and Camilla. No wonder they hadn’t disclosed the facts.
If Camilla had had an inkling of the size of Thomas’s fortune, she’d have demanded a bigger payoff. If Fanny had had any notion of the true extent of the windfall, she’d have understood that the Wainwrights would want custody of Thomas, and she’d have taken him and vanished.
She spun on the stool and peered up at him.
“You can tell me what’s happening,” she said. “You don’t have to keep secrets from me.”
“I know.”
“I would never hurt or betray you, and I will always try to do what’s best for Thomas.”
“I know that, too.”
He assessed her, appearing to be on the verge of a great confession, but he often looked as if there was something nagging at him, or something he was dying to confide, and he could never spit it out.
Instead, he did what he usually did, what seemed more natural for him.
He kissed her again, his fingers twined in her hair, as he pulled her up off the stool and into his arms. His tongue was in her mouth, his hands roving everywhere, and quickly, she was overwhelmed. Her pulse was pounding, her breasts aching. She longed for him to touch her nipples, and it embarrassed her to realize how susceptible she was to base conduct.
Camilla had claimed that if Fanny ever had the chance to experience passion, she’d comport herself no better than any other woman. Fanny had laughed at the prospect, deeming it absurd, but clearly, Camilla had been correct, for when Henley started in, Fanny couldn’t resist.
She moaned with dismay and tried to draw away, but he wouldn’t release her.
“You are so wicked,” she said.
“I don’t deny it.”
“You make me forget myself.”
“I’m glad.”
“It’s very late,” she scolded, “and I’m exhausted. I have to get ready for bed, so you need to leave.”
“May I join you?”
“No, you may not.”
He grinned. “You can’t blame me for asking, can you?”
“You are incorrigible.”
“Yes, I am.”
“Would you go? Please? And on your way out, send Peggy to help me before she retires.”
When she’d resided with her sister, she’d had clothes that fastened in the front and were easy to put on and take off. The new items he’d purchased for her were the height of London fashion. Every garment had hooks and laces that were impossible to maneuver without a maid.
“I ordered her to bed ages ago,” he said.
“Then how will I disrobe?”
He raised a naughty brow. “I will assist you.”
“You most certainly will not.”
“I most certainly will. Turn around.”

She glared at him, but Michael ignored her, gripping her waist and spinning her so that her back was to him. He unbuttoned her dress, the bodice slack against her chest, and she clutched it to her bosom.
For some reason, her scandalous condition—with her hair down and half-clad—seemed more intimate than the evening he’d ripped off her nightgown and seen her naked. There was a delicious sense of expectation in the air, as if any decadent thing might occur.
She peeked over her shoulder, and his ardor flared, just a spark away from blazing like an inferno. She must have noted something hazardous in his gaze, for she trembled and nervously licked her tongue across her bottom lip.
The guileless gesture nearly destroyed his control.
“I want you,” he said, “and I’m tired of pretending that I don’t.”
“We’re not animals. We can curb our worst impulses.”
“Why should we?”
“Lord Henley...”
“Call me Michael.”
He swept her into his arms and carried her to the other room, and though she squirmed and complained, he tossed her onto the bed and came down on top of her.
He couldn’t continue to disregard the needs she induced, and she wasn’t immune to him either. When there were trapped together in such close quarters, it was pointless to avoid the inevitable.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“What I should have done days ago, what I should have been doing all along.”
“We can’t be lovers.”
“Of course we can. We share a blatant attraction, and it’s ridiculous to behave as if it doesn’t exist.”
He began kissing her, as he had out in the hall, knowing it was the one thing she wouldn’t protest. She enjoyed kissing, didn’t see the harm, and always forgot how swiftly it led to more. Shortly, she was participating with a fervor that matched his own. As he petted and caressed, so did she. As his torso dropped between her legs, her thighs widened to welcome him. As his loins flexed in anticipation, hers met his stroke for stroke.
Shoving at the fabric of her dress, he nibbled to her bosom, to her breast. He toyed with her nipples, sucking them, pinching them, until she was moaning and straining for more, and he slid his hand under her skirt, then up and up, to his destination. She was wet, open for him, and he slipped two fingers into her sheath, fondling her, preparing her for what was to come.
He undid the buttons on his trousers and tugged them down. The exhilaration was so thrilling, unlike anything he’d encountered prior. With no delay or finesse, he thrust inside.
He was so excited to copulate with her, and he wished his peculiar fascination would wane, yet the more he indulged, the more he craved. She was like a dangerous drug, like opium tempting the worst addict. He couldn’t resist.
Much too quickly, his desire peaked, and he couldn’t hold back, but neither could she.
As she tensed, as her inner muscles clenched around him, he felt her let go, and he let go, too. His orgasm was potent and powerful, and it went on and on until, finally, the pleasure crested, and the slow glide to the end commenced.
He savored a last thrust, then he withdrew and stretched out beside her. They were silent, pensive, and as he spooned himself to her, he noticed how perfectly they fit together. He draped a lazy arm over her waist.
“Are you smiling?” he eventually inquired.
“No.”
“You should be. I’m not mistaken in stating that you enjoyed what we just did.”
“You’re too vain for your own good, and I refuse to flatter you.”
“I can’t help it if I’m wonderful and you’re benefiting from my prowess.”
She scoffed. “When I’m alone, I persuade myself to ignore you, but the second I’m with you, I yearn to misbehave.”
He leaned nearer and whispered, “I’m not sorry.”
She sighed. “How can I stop this? How can I make myself act as I should?”
“You can’t.”
“I suppose not.”
He stroked her back, and she yawned.
“Close your eyes and rest,” he advised.
“You can’t stay in here.”
“I won’t. I’ll go once you start to snore.”
She elbowed him in the ribs. “I don’t snore.”
“We’ll see, won’t we? I’ll let you know in the morning.”
She laughed, then sobered. “I’m serious. Thomas can’t find you with me. Or the servants. I’d be so embarrassed.”
“I promise I’ll leave as soon as you’re asleep.”
She was rapidly drifting off, and shortly, she dozed, trusting herself with him when she shouldn’t trust him at all. He remained snuggled to her, until the candles sputtered out, and the room was bathed only in moonlight.
Then he slipped away and went to the bedchamber down the hall.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“There’s someone here to see you, Miss Fanny.”
“To see me?”
“Yes, Miss.”
Fanny removed her bonnet and hung it on the hook by the door. Peggy seemed slightly alarmed, and Fanny frowned. They were in the kitchen, and Cook had been baking, so the air was fragrant and warm. Fanny’s cold cheeks stung.
The month of September had flown by, the harvest ending, cooler weather the norm. The leaves were turning, and the paths through the forest were lined with red and gold.
Michael and Thomas were at Henley Hall for the afternoon, and the house had been so quiet without them that she’d gone for a stroll in the woods. By approaching from the rear as she had, she wouldn’t have noticed a horse or carriage in the front drive, and she couldn’t imagine who it might be.
“Who is it?”
Peggy stepped closer, knowing that the residence was small and voices carried.
“It’s Lord Henley’s father,” Peggy whispered.
The import of the announcement took a moment to register.
“The Duke is here?”
“Yes.”
Fanny’s heart literally skipped a beat. “Are you sure he didn’t ask for Lord Henley?”
“No. He specifically mentioned you.”
She stared at Peggy, feigning calm, but her mind raced. What could he want?
He had to have discovered that Fanny was...was...involved with Michael, but if he questioned her or demanded explanations, she would die of embarrassment.
Inwardly, she cursed Michael. He’d told her the house was his private retreat, but if the Duke knew its location, it wasn’t much of a secret. Michael would be gone for hours, and she couldn’t hide in the kitchen, waiting for him to show up and save her.
She took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her face.
“Have you offered him tea?”
“Yes, Miss,” Peggy said, “and he’s made himself very comfortable.”
“Has he been here before?”
“Never.”
Fanny peeked down at her dress, deciding there wasn’t time to change, so she leaned to Peggy and murmured, “How do I look?”
“Pretty as a spring day, Miss.”
“Wish me luck.”
Shoulders squared, she marched out, ready for battle.
He was seated in a chair by the hearth, ignoring the tea tray, but having helped himself to some of Michael’s brandy. She entered and dropped into a curtsy.
“Your Grace, how kind of you to visit. We weren’t expecting company.”
“Stand up, girl. Let me see you.”
As she rose, he rudely evaluated her, meandering across her womanly parts, taking such an inordinate assessment of her breasts that she felt soiled by his lecherous regard.
“You’re definitely fetching,” he claimed, “when you’re all cleaned up. I was wondering what was keeping Michael intrigued.” He smirked. “Now I know.”
She refused to react. “If you were hoping to speak to Lord Henley, he’s at Henley Hall.”
“I know where he is—I always know where he is—and I’ll chat with him soon enough, I dare say.”
He hadn’t given her permission to sit, and she wasn’t certain of the protocol, but he was the guest, and she wasn’t about to dawdle before him, trembling like a ninny. She went to the chair opposite and sat, too.
He sipped his drink, the silence stretching out, and she sensed that he was trying to intimidate her, but it wasn’t working. Fanny had survived Camilla’s worst moods and harangues, and she could endure him with the same equanimity.
“Let’s be candid, shall we?” he ultimately said.
“By all means.”
“You’re very self-possessed, aren’t you? Is that why Michael fancies you?”
“I couldn’t guess if he fancies me or not, Your Grace. I wouldn’t presume to give an opinion for him.”
“Oh, he fancies you all right.” He narrowed his gaze. “I understand his intentions—he’s a man and he’s my son—but I’m trying to figure out yours. Is it money? Is it marriage? Tell me so we can deal with it.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Come now, your slovenly sister made out like a bandit. Surely, you’d like some of the same largesse from my family’s coffers. Is that what you crave? If so, state your price so we can begin negotiations.”
“I have no price.”
He scoffed. “I’ll never believe that you’re giving it to him for free.”
“Giving him what?”
At her response, he was momentarily startled, then he hooted with laughter.
“Are you an idiot? Or are you simply naïve? You’ll never convince me that you’re giving him your body for free.”
He’d finally lit a spark to her temper. “I don’t like you, and I won’t listen to your insults. You’re welcome to wait until Lord Henley returns, but I don’t have to entertain you while you do it. Goodbye.”
She couldn’t remember when she’d last been so angry. Before Michael Wainwright had shown up and changed everything, she’d been an ordinary woman who’d lived an ordinary, modest life. She felt as if she’d been in a bad carriage accident, as if she’d been swept to sea by a deluge and she couldn’t see the shore.
What had transpired couldn’t be altered. Nor could she fix the past. She could only move forward, and she wouldn’t feel guilty or apologize for circumstances that were beyond her control.
She’d spun to storm out, when he muttered, “So...it’s not money. It’s love. You’re wrangling to make him fall in love and marry you.”
She whipped around, yearning to say something biting and cruel that would stab him like a knife, but she couldn’t devise a remark that was sufficiently caustic.
“Are you aware of why he owns this property?” he taunted. “This is where he dallies with his mistress—when he keeps one. This is where he brings the occasional widow, the weekend paramour. If you’re scheming to be elevated above that class, you’re a fool. By your very presence here, it’s clear what he thinks of you. You’ll never rate any higher in his esteem.”
“I don’t know any gossip about this place,” she lied, “or why Lord Henley uses it, and I won’t have you denigrating him in his own parlor.”
“Ah...such loyalty! Such devotion!” He waved toward her chair. “Sit down. Sit down. I’m weary of craning my neck, gaping up at you.”
She didn’t budge, but she didn’t leave either. She glared at him, stoic, regal in her fury.
When she didn’t speak, he continued, “He has obligations you can’t fathom. He has to marry.”
“Of course he has to marry.”
“His wedding is just over a month away.”
At hurling the shocking announcement, he looked very smug, his desire to wound her blatant and galling, and she was amazed at how she tamped down the stunned reaction he was eager to elicit.
She studied him, curious as to whether the statement could possibly be true. Could Michael have kept such a terrible secret from her? Could such a significant event be near and she not perceive its approach?
“It is not. You’re lying.”
“His fiancée is a perfect match for him,” he insisted.
“I’m certain she’s lovely.”
Her acerbic dismissal of his declaration left him seriously aggravated, and his temper flared.
“You little wench! Listen to me: He will never choose you, but I suppose you’ve invented some inane scenario in your head where you imagine you can coax a proposal out of him. You can’t, and if that’s what you’re hoping, you’re deranged.”
“You’re being ridiculous. I’m not stupid. I realize that he would never pick me.”
“Do you? Do you, really?”
“Yes,” she quietly replied, knowing it was the trust, saddest word she’d ever uttered. Why couldn’t Michael pick her? Why couldn’t she be the one he loved? The one he cherished?
“Well, the longer he loafs in the country with you, the less time he has to concentrate on what matters. So I ask you again: What is your price?”
“For what? I haven’t requested anything from him. I don’t want anything from him!”
“But I am another story altogether. I want you gone. What will it take to be shed of you? How fast can we accomplish it?”
“It’s futile to converse with you. Goodbye,” she said again.
“Let me see your wrist,” he absurdly commanded.
“What?”
“Your wrist! Your wrist!” He held out his hand, eager to examine the appendage, and when she balked, he snapped, “I haven’t got all day to fuss with you. Let me see it.”
Deeming him mad, she extended her arm. She had an odd birthmark on her wrist, shaped like a figure eight. He assessed it, then scowled.
“Phillip was wondering about you,” he mumbled, more to himself than to her, “but I thought he was joking.”
“Joking about what?”
“You were adopted, weren’t you?”
She almost denied it, then stopped herself. It was common knowledge that her parents had found her on the church steps. There was no reason to lie.
“Yes.”
“But you’re aware of the identity of your birth parents, aren’t you? You know who your father is.”
“No, I don’t.”
He snorted. “Don’t toy with me. I won’t tolerate it, and it’s beneath you.” He pointed at her wrist. “Your father is Lord Trent. You bear the stain.”
“I don’t understand.”
“All his misbegotten brats carry it. It’s how paternity is proven—when his bastards come begging for a handout. You’re one of his, all right. The hair, the eyes; it’s all there.”
At having him blithely mention the man who might be her natural father, she steeled her emotions. Could it be true? Or was the Duke merely spreading more of his venom?
She knew few details about her sire other than the fact that he had been an infamous nobleman and libertine. Could it be Lord Trent? How could it matter who it was? But still, she couldn’t disregard the spark of hope it ignited. Did she belong to someone? Was there someone out there who might claim her?
Trent...Trent...Trent...
With each beat of her heart, the name pounded through her veins, and she could barely keep from clapping her hands over her ears to shut out the sound.
The Duke scrutinized her, pondering, and when he spoke, he was cajoling, coaxing. “What if I told you that I could convince Lord Trent to acknowledge you? What if I told you that you could go to London and live with him?”
“My father was a parish vicar. He died three years ago. He was a simple, poor, and honest man who’s buried in the cemetery next to the church where he ministered.”
He ignored her. “Trent and I are closely acquainted. I can persuade him to provide you with a dowry. I can have him find you a husband. Would you like that?”
He was triumphant, positive she’d snatch at his offer with greedy fingers.
“You’ve miscalculated,” she said. “I don’t want a husband—especially not one that you would help me locate.”
“Nonsense, girl. Every female wants a husband. Think of it: a home of your own, children to mother, and status in the community. It’s your every dream come true. And you’d have your real father tossed into the bargain.”
To her surprise, he’d actually voiced her most essential dreams—a home, a family—but she’d never admit that he was correct.
“You don’t know anything about me, so you couldn’t begin to guess what I might want.”
“He’d take you under his wing. Wouldn’t you like that? Isn’t it what you get down on your knees and pray for every night? You’d have your father—your rich, handsome, aristocratic father—standing by your side.”
His tantalizing words ignited such a storm of yearning that she grasped how Eve must have felt in the Garden when the snake was tempting her.
After all, what—precisely—did Fanny have? For the moment, she was fed and clothed, and she had access to Thomas—but it was all at Michael’s discretion.
If she angered him, he could rescind every boon. Then where would she be?
If she accepted the Duke’s proposal, she would be abandoning Michael and Thomas, but would receive a new life in their place.
It was a prudent solution. It was a rational solution. She was on a sinking boat, and she should have leapt at the Duke’s rescue.
Yet, she shrugged. “No thank you. I have no desire to meet Lord Trent. If he is my natural father—which I seriously doubt—I would never foist myself on him like some detested charity case.”
Rage flared in the Duke’s eyes and mottled his cheeks. He rose, shaking his finger at her.
“You pathetic hussy,” he hissed. “I’ll ruin you for this.”
“I’m already ruined. There’s nothing you can do to me.”
“If that’s what you suppose, you’re an even bigger idiot than I suspected.” His lascivious gaze dropped to her stomach. “If you think you can lounge around, fucking my son”—she blanched at the crude term—“until you spit out another Carrington bastard for me to support, you can just think again.”
“You needn’t worry,” she casually said as if she were a fertility goddess who could control procreation, even though she and Michael consorted every evening. “It will never happen.”
“Just so you know, the instant I learn that you’re pregnant, I shall go to court and obtain legal custody. There’s not a court in the land that would deny it to me. I will come and wrest your babe from your very arms. You’ll never see it again, and you’ll never get a penny from me.”
He looked so pleased with himself, and a flood of a virulent hatred shot through her, the likes of which she’d never experienced before.
“You’re a despicable, evil man.”
“You’ll picture your bastard living high on the hog on my fortune, but it will be a fantasy. I’ll have it thrown in the Thames and drowned.”
She’d never heard a person spew such a wicked remark, had never imagined that a person could have such malevolent designs.
“I curse you, Your Grace,” she said with a forbidding dignity. “I hope you die old and alone, spurned by your children and reviled by all as you deserve to be.”
She left, and as she hurried away, she felt as if she was suffocating, as if she might shatter into a thousand pieces.
A wave of nostalgia washed over her, for her prior life at the rectory with her parents and Thomas, and the power of it nearly knocked her to the floor. She wanted to be the woman she used to be, before tragedy had intervened. The Wainwrights were poisoning her, and she was desperate to escape their influence.
She rushed to the kitchen to grab her cloak and bonnet.
Peggy, Cook, and the two footmen were there, obviously having overheard the quarrel. They were whispering amongst themselves.
Fanny couldn’t abide their pitying stares. She swept by them, yanked at her belongings, and opened the door.
“Where will you be, Miss Fanny?” Peggy was nervous, wringing her hands. “Lord Henley wouldn’t like it if you went off by yourself.”
“He is neither my father nor my husband,” Fanny said. “If I decide to leave this house, I will, and none of you will prevent me.”
“But...but...Miss Fanny...”
Fanny glared at her. “You may tell him I’m not partial to the company I’ve recently had to keep.”
She marched out into the woods, wondering how far she’d go and if she’d ever return.

“Why would Grandfather treat Aunt Fanny like that?”
“I don’t know, Thomas. He’s always been difficult.”
“He shouldn’t have been so awful to her.”
Out of the mouth of babes, Michael thought, tamping down his fury.
“No, he shouldn’t have been.”
Thomas raised up off his pillow to peer outside. The sun had set, and the weather was changing, the wind howling, ominous clouds blowing in.
“I’m worried about her.”
Michael was, too, but he wouldn’t admit it to the boy. They’d ridden horses all afternoon, blissfully unaware of the Duke’s visit until Peggy had sent a footman with the news.
By the time they’d arrived home, the Duke had vanished and so had Fanny. Michael couldn’t conceive of her going for good, couldn’t conceive of her abandoning Thomas, so he’d been certain she’d pop up directly, but she hadn’t.
“Don’t trouble yourself,” Michael said. “She was distressed, but once she calms, she’ll be back.”
“It’s very dark. Are you sure she can find the way?”
“We have candles burning in every window. Now snuggle down and close your eyes. When you awaken in the morning, she’ll be sitting at the breakfast table—as she always is.”
Thomas was dubious, but he did as Michael asked. He scooted under the covers, and Michael tucked him in. Then Michael dropped into a chair, feigning composure as Thomas drifted off. The moment his breathing slowed, Michael tiptoed out.
Peggy and the other servants were in the kitchen.
“Any word?” he anxiously inquired, as he joined them.
They shook their heads and stared at the floor. They’d let her run off again, without so much as a footman trailing after her. If some misadventure had befallen her, they all realized there would be consequences.
“We have to search for her,” he advised. “Everyone will assist—if it takes all night. We’ll separate into teams, though Peggy, you will remain here in case—“
Before he could finish the sentence, the door opened, and Fanny entered.
She hung her hat and cloak, then walked past them so silently that she might have been a ghost. She appeared cold and wet, disheveled but unharmed.
Without a hello, she proceeded to the stairs and climbed. Shortly, they heard her footsteps overhead in the master suite.
“Cook, prepare a tray for her,” Michael ordered. “Hot cocoa, brandy, and whatever else you can muster in a hurry. Set it out in the hall. Then you’re all excused for the evening.”
“And me, Lord Henley?” Peggy queried. “Will you be needing me?”
“No. I’ll tend her myself. The rest of you are excused.”
No one moved, and he added, “We’ll speak in the morning. My father is never—never!—to be allowed into this house again. You’ll each swear to me that you have the fortitude to keep him out, and if you can’t, you will be dismissed.” He studied each of them. “Am I making myself clear?”
There was a flurry of mumbled responses, and he whirled away and dashed up the stairs to the closed door at the end of the hall. He wasn’t sure of his welcome, and for once, he was nervous about how to proceed.
What had the Duke told her? Would she leave him?
He was far from the day when he was ready to part with her, and if she insisted on going, his authority to stop her was limited.
Very quietly, he spun the knob and slipped into the room. Rain pinged on the window glass, evidence of the storm outside, but in anticipation of her return, it was cozy inside. There was a fire in the grate, candles in the candleholders.
She was in the dressing room, rubbing a towel across her wet hair. At his arrival, she stiffened, but didn’t comment, and he went over to her.
“We were just organizing a search party,” he said. “I was getting worried.”
“Would you please call Peggy?” Her voice sounded raw and abused.
“I’ll assist you.”
He reached for the towel, and for a second, they had a tug of war, but she relented and released it. Her fingers brushed his, and they were icy.
“You’re freezing, you silly girl. Come out by the fire.”
He led her to the outer chamber, and in the brighter light, it was apparent that she was in worse condition than he’d noted in the kitchen. Her skirt was muddy and torn, her palms scraped as if she’d fallen. There were twigs in her hair, rain on her shoulders. She was shivering, and she looked dazed, as if she didn’t know where she was.
Her strange mood frightened him, and he moved her to the hearth and began unbuttoning her dress.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“For which transgression?”
“For the way my father treated you. I never imagined he’d come here.”
“I hate him,” she vehemently replied. “I’ve never hated anyone before, but I hate him.”
“It’s a common reaction.” He chuckled, hoping to inject some levity, to make her smile, but he didn’t succeed.
“He’s a horrid man.”
“I won’t argue the point.”
He stripped away her dress, loosened her corset and drew it away, too, so that she was clad only in her chemise, stockings, and shoes. He circled her to kneel and pull them off, and it was a sign of her exhaustion that she didn’t complain.
There was a knitted throw on the bed, and he grabbed it and draped it over her as he eased her into a chair. A servant was in the corridor, setting down the tray of food, and he retrieved it and brought it inside. He mixed a liberal dollop of brandy with some cocoa and held it out.
“Drink this,” he ordered. “It will warm you.”
She sniffed it, grimacing at the smell of the hard liquor, but she did as he asked, her frozen fingers wrapped around the hot cup.
As she sipped, he fetched a brush, a basin of water and a towel. He yanked the ribbon from her hair, and he combed out the snarls and debris. Then he squatted down, and gently, he swabbed the scrapes on her hands, a cut on her knee.
“Where were you?” he inquired.
“In the woods.”
“You fell.”
“Yes.”
“I was afraid you weren’t coming back.”
“I almost didn’t. I wasn’t going to.”
“I’m glad you did, though. Thomas was distraught.”
As was he, but he didn’t care to know how she’d respond to that fact.
She stared at the fire, apathetic, disbelieving, and he leaned forward, wedging himself between her thighs, forcing her to meet his gaze.
Out of the blue, she asked, “Are you engaged to be married?”
For a brief instant, his heart pounded, but he swiftly regained his composure.
He scoffed. “Where did you hear such a thing?”
“From your father.”
Dammit! “He told you that?”
“Yes. Are you engaged?”
“No.”
“So you’re not marrying next month?”
“No,” he said again.
She studied his eyes, searching for a truth he would never let her find.
With each passing day, he was more enamored of her. It was an attraction he’d never been able to quell or fight, and he was nearly mad in his need to be with her. Despite how he comprehended that he should confess all, he couldn’t be candid about Rebecca.
Even though he’d seduced Fanny, she was still possessed of the rural morals by which she’d been raised. If she discovered that he was betrothed, she would leave, when he wasn’t ready for her to go.
“Swear to me that you’re not about to wed,” she pressed.
“I’m not,” he lied, swallowing down his guilt. “I swear it.”
“But you’ll marry someday, though, won’t you?”
“Of course I will. I have to.”
“I realize that I asked you this when we first met, and you said no, but you know me better now. Would you...would you ever lower yourself and marry me?”
It was the worst question imaginable. How could he answer it in any suitable manner? He would never choose her, but when he found her to be so remarkable, what did it reveal about his character? About his sense?
“No, Fanny. I couldn’t.” She was crushed by his rejection, and he hated that he’d hurt her. “I have to marry for money.”
“But you seem so rich to me.”
“I have funds of my own, but my father is having difficulties. I have to assist him.”
“Why would you? Why do you owe him anything?”
“I’m not doing it for him. I’m doing it for those who rely on him. For our family’s tenants and employees. For my sister whose dowry was squandered.”
“I see,” she murmured, and she was quiet for an eternity. “Once you wed, what will become of me?”
His pulse was racing again. Sexual affairs never lasted, so he knew they would eventually part. He would pay her a stipend, would buy her a charming cottage in some dreary village in the country. She’d be accommodated, and he would go on with his life. He’d never see her again, and strangely, he felt panicked at the notion.
“Who can predict what will happen?” he said.
“I wouldn’t stay after you were wed. It would be too painful for me.”
“Don’t worry about it tonight.”
“Your father said that if I get pregnant, he’d take my baby from me, and he’d have it drowned in the Thames.”
“Oh, Fanny...”
This was an infamy the servants hadn’t shared, and he was curious why not. Perhaps they hadn’t heard the threat, or perhaps it was so vile that they were ashamed to repeat it.
“Is that how you would feel?” she inquired. “Would you take my child from me? Would you allow him to kill it?”
“No, no. I would never let him.”
“If I were pregnant, what would you think?”
They were entering a murky bog, and he wasn’t sure what to say. It would be the height of folly to sire an illegitimate child with Fanny, but he couldn’t deny the rush of satisfaction that swirled through him at the possibility.
“If you were pregnant,” he cautiously hedged, “it would be...splendid, but complicated.” It was a weak comment, a coward’s comment.
“Would you take my baby—as you took Thomas from Camilla? Would you wrest him away and hide him where I could never see him?”
He stared and stared, the silence going on forever. He’d just told her a terrible lie about his wedding, and he was loathe to tell her another, yet the fact remained that a child—especially a son—belonged to his father.
“No, I wouldn’t take it,” he finally said, but with no conviction.
She recognized it as a falsehood, and her disappointment was clear. He detested that he’d upset her, and he was anxious to change the subject, to make her smile.
She was still freezing, her skin icy, her hair damp, and he stood and helped her to her feet.
“Come.”
“To where?”
“You’re too cold. Let’s get you warm.”
He escorted her to the bed, and they climbed in. He pulled the blankets over them, and they snuggled into the plush mattress, stretched out on their sides.
Gradually, her shivering slowed, and he should have been a gentleman and tiptoed out, but he couldn’t release her. He felt as if they’d dodged a mortal blow, and she seemed to feel the same. Just as he was in no hurry to go, she was in no hurry to demand his departure.
They rolled so she was on her back, and he kissed her and kissed her, his hands busy, his cock thrilled. She joined in, tentative, then with more confidence, and her assurance lent new urgency to his desire.
He wanted her more than ever, but in a different way he didn’t fathom. With mounting desperation, he needed to bond himself to her, to meld with her so completely that they could never be torn asunder.
Her chemise was an unnecessary barrier, and she let him draw it down and off, being perfectly content to participate in any fashion he required. With her naked, he was eager to be in the same condition, and he yanked at his clothes until he was naked, too.
His loins ached, and he was frantic to plunge into her, but he tempered the pace, dipping down to play with her breasts. He drove her up and up the spiral of pleasure, until her torso grew tense, her hips rocking against his own. When he reached down to fondle her sheath, she was so ready for him.
He nudged her thighs apart, and with ease, he slipped into her and began flexing. His penetrations were carefully controlled, and he observed her expression, seeing her astonishment, her delight.
Their ardor increased, as they strove toward their goal, and her eyelids fluttered shut, a flush of exhilaration coloring her pretty cheeks.
“Don’t close your eyes,” he said. “Watch me—the entire time.”
He took her hands and braced them on either side of her head, and he linked their fingers, clasping tight as the agitation rose, as the excitement crested.
“Oh, Michael,” she said. “Oh...”
“Let go, Fanny. Now. Come with me now.”
Her emerald eyes were open wide. There was affection in her gaze, but there was something more, too, as if her trek in the woods had altered her or had given her a new opinion of him that she hadn’t shared.
He thrust deep, again, again, and as her orgasm started, his own commenced. They soared to the peak together, their bodies, hearts, and minds united in a manner he hadn’t understood to be possible between lovers. The potency bound him to her ever more fully, and as the intoxicating interval wound to an end, he was awed to speechlessness.
How could he ever let her go? How could he proceed with his marriage to Rebecca? The situation was futile, his choices grim.
How could he give her up? How could he move on as if she didn’t matter? As if she’d been naught more than bit of fluff or a passing fancy?
Gad! Did he love her? Was that what had happened?
At the notion that he might, his pulse pounded with joy and alarm.
He slid away and spooned himself to her, and he kissed her neck, her shoulder, feeling that he should say something, but having no idea as to what.
“I couldn’t leave you,” she confessed.
“I’m glad.”
“I wanted to, but I couldn’t.”
She sighed, the sound tragic, as if it were the most agonizing admission in the world.
“Everything will work out for the best, Fanny. Please don’t fret.”
“I love you,” she suddenly proclaimed. “That’s why I couldn’t go. I love you, and I don’t even know why.”
He stiffened with surprise, with wonderment and dismay. He didn’t want her love! He hadn’t a clue what to do with it or how to cherish it, and he recognized that this was the moment he should announce that he loved her, too, but he’d never spoken the words to another soul, and he couldn’t force them out.
Instead, he wrapped his arms around her, taking comfort in her nearness.
“You’ve had a long day,” he said, avoiding a verbal commitment he wasn’t prepared to bestow. “Go to sleep now.”
“I can’t bear to be alone tonight. Stay with me.”
“I will, Fanny. I’ll stay right here.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“By God, I will not have it!”
“It is not up to you!”
Anne flew down the stairs in her stockings, her earrings in her hand. The shouting from the Duke’s library had carried up to her room on the third floor. They were having friends in for dancing and cards, and some of them might have already arrived. If any of them had heard the clamor, she’d be mortified.
The butler and two housemaids were lurking in the foyer, pointing and whispering, and on seeing her approach, the maids vanished like smoke.
“Who is it?” she asked. “Who’s fighting?”
“Your father and Lord Henley,” the butler replied.
Anne was surprised. She hadn’t known that Michael was back.
The musicians were tuning their violins. Footmen were rushing through the parlors with candles, vases of flowers, trays of food.
“Are any of our guests here yet?”
“I believe the first carriage is just coming down the drive.”
Anne raced on, desperate to put out the fire of what should be a private argument.
“You meddling bastard,” Michael was roaring. “How dare you interfere in my personal affairs!”
“As long as you’re my heir, you will do as I say.”
She skidded to a halt, then spun the knob and marched in.
“For goodness sake,” she cried, “what is it? What’s wrong?”
“This is none of your business, Anne,” Michael said. “Be gone.”
While the Duke was often abrasive and curt, Michael never was, and she was stung by the rebuke, but she didn’t leave.
“When your quarrel is audible up in my room,” she responded, “you make it my business. The whole house is listening. Very likely, the neighbors are, too. You’re behaving like a pair of schoolyard brawlers.”
She had never seen them so at odds. They were facing off across the Duke’s desk. Michael’s fists were clenched as if he might assault their father.
The Duke ignored her, his venom directed at Michael.
“Who the hell do you think you are,” the Duke raged, “taking the boy from Wainwright Manor without my permission?”
“Your permission!” Michael scoffed. “I am his guardian, and I’m a thirty-year-old adult man. If I want to toss him on a ship and sail off the end of the earth, I will, and you can’t stop me.”
“That annoying tart will not have him!” The Duke pounded the desktop. “I will not stand for it!”
At his voicing of the word tart, Michael grew very still, wrath rippling off him in waves. “Her name is Fanny Carrington, and if you insult her again, I will beat you to a bloody pulp.”
“Fanny Carrington!” the Duke taunted. “Fanny Carrington! If I never hear the name Carrington again as long as I live, it will be too soon. Those two sisters have the morals of alley cats. They’ll spread their legs for anyone, and if you suppose I’ll let you impregnate her so that we have to dole out more money to—“
Michael leapt across the desk, ink pots, pen jars, and papers crashing to the floor. The Duke flinched away, out of range, coolly sipping his brandy.
Anne leapt, too, grabbing Michael by his coat and yanking him to his feet with such force that threads popped in the jacket’s shoulder seams.
“Control yourself,” she scolded. “Rebecca is joining us this evening. You don’t want her to see you like this!”
The Duke snickered. “Oh, we definitely wouldn’t want Rebecca to see you like this, would we? She might speculate over why you’re in such a state. What would we tell her, I wonder?”
Michael glared, appearing almost as if he...he...hated the Duke, and the virulent look frightened her.
“If you ever speak to Fanny again,” Michael seethed, “if you ever threaten her again, I’ll kill you. I swear it!”
“Michael!” Anne gasped. “What’s come over you?”
“His pecker is in a knot,” the Duke crudely said, “over some lowborn, loose Jezebel, and he...”
Michael lunged again, and Anne jumped in front of him, a hand on his chest. Their eyes met and locked, but Michael was so angry he didn’t seem to know who she was.
“Get out of my way.”
“No. You go up and change your clothes. I’ll expect you downstairs in half an hour, and I insist you be your usual courteous self.”
“I can’t do this anymore,” he muttered, and she wasn’t sure about what—or whom—he was talking. Her alarm spiraled.
“Go!” She urged him out.
He glared at the Duke a final time, then he left.
As the door slammed behind him, the Duke laughed and walked over to pour himself another drink.
Anne was so incensed that she wasn’t certain where to begin.
“What is the matter with you?” she fumed.
“What’s the matter with me?” the Duke asked. “I was just sitting here having a brandy, when he barged in.”
“What did you do to him? What did you do to Miss Carrington?”
“I simply offered her money to go away and leave us in peace.”
“How is she bothering us?”
“If you were a married woman—which you’re not—I’d explain the facts of life to you. As it is, the details are not fit for your maidenly ears. So go finish dressing for your soiree.”
He was treating her as he always had—as if she was stupid or insignificant—and his conduct infuriated her. She wouldn’t be dismissed!
“Is Michael having an affair with Miss Carrington? Is that why you’re fighting?”
“Michael is engaged to Rebecca, and they will be wed in a few weeks. That’s all you need to know. Now get out of here. You irritate me with your prattling.”
Anne had never felt so thoroughly chastised, not once in all the years she’d been reprimanded by him, and she couldn’t decide why she was so upset. His reproofs were nothing new, but lately, she was too out of sorts to put up with him.
She was so close to giving him the tongue-lashing he deserved, but it occurred to her that if she let loose, she might never stop. There seemed to be a whirling dervish building inside her, a coil of ire and hurt spinning out of control.
She huffed out and stomped up the rear stairs to her room where she could stew in private. It was the Duke’s blasted party. Let him welcome everyone! Let him chat and mingle! Let him check on the champagne, supervise the servants, and coordinate with the kitchen.
For over an hour, she dawdled, and when she finally went downstairs, the event was continuing on just fine without her. The guests were regular visitors, the staff well-trained and competent. No one needed instructions or guidance. No one needed a hostess at all.
Though Michael was nowhere to be found, Rebecca was holding court with the Duke. She blathered away, and he pretended to heed her, even though he never listened to a word spoken by a female.
Anne was disturbed by the prospect of Michael’s having a lover, and with Rebecca being her friend, she wondered where her loyalties lay, whether she should be offended or not. And if she was, on whose behalf? Miss Carrington’s? Rebecca’s? Both women?
Did Anne care that Michael had taken a mistress so near the wedding? Was it any of her business? Was she entitled to an opinion? Or should she, as always, be blind to the antics of the men in her family?
She wandered through the salons, irked and exasperated, until she saw Phillip over by the French windows that led out to the verandah, and it dawned on her that she’d been searching for him in the crowded parlors. She started toward him just as he slipped outside, and she was glad he had. They could have a moment to talk. If she was lucky, he might even kiss her again!
She raced after him, expecting to find him peering up at the stars or smoking a cheroot, but he was down in the garden and vanishing into the shadows. She increased her pace, more eager than she should have been for a rendezvous, and she was about to call to him, when a woman approached from the other direction.
Anne knew her well. She was the beautiful and voluptuous Margaret Smythe, a baron’s daughter, an earl’s wife. There had been rumors of an unhappy marriage, of adultery and torrid liaisons, but Anne had discounted the stories.
Frowning, she watched and eavesdropped, as Phillip held out his arms and Margaret snuggled into them. They began kissing, and from their familiarity, Anne didn’t suppose it was their first embrace.
She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and she felt as if her heart was breaking, as if Phillip was betraying her, which was ridiculous. She had no claims on Phillip’s affections.
“Where have you been?” Margaret murmured against his lips, and she laughed in a sultry way. “I’ve been chasing you across the city.”
“Where is your husband?”
“In Yorkshire.”
“Really?” Phillip mused. “How convenient of him.”
“Anne won’t notice if we sneak away. Can we meet at your house in thirty minutes?”
“Most definitely. You leave first. I’ll follow shortly.”
They engaged in another tempestuous kiss, then Margaret dashed off, and Anne hid in the bushes, mortified and shocked beyond belief. Margaret climbed the stairs onto the verandah and swept inside, then Anne trudged after her, so undone that she’d forgotten about Phillip who had taken that exact second to proceed to the house, too. She nearly bumped right into him.
They were standing under a lantern, so her stunned, hurt expression was clearly visible.
They stared and stared, and finally, Phillip said, “Are you spying on me, Anne?”
“I was just...ah...”
“Was there something you wanted?”
She was aware that she should make some inane remark, then slither away, but she was crushed to the marrow of her bones.
“Why would you do that with her?” she inquired.
“Why not?”
“But I thought that I...”
She trailed off again, not having a clue how to complete the sentence without disgracing herself even further.
“That you were what?” he pressed. “That you were the only woman I’d ever kissed?”
She couldn’t respond. She wanted to die!
“Grow up, Anne.”
He moved around her, and she halted him by grabbing his wrist.
“I can’t bear to have you go off with her.”
“Why?”
There wasn’t a single answer she could give that made any sense, and he seemed to know it. There was a challenge in his gaze, but also, a touch of pity, which she hated.
“She’s married, Phillip,” she stupidly mentioned.
“So?”
“Don’t you want better for yourself?”
“No, actually, I don’t.”
And with that, he left her alone in the yard.

“I’m so happy that you’ve returned safe and sound.” Rebecca forced pleasantness into her tone.
They were away from the party and strolling down a garden path, the lanterns reflecting off her diamond necklace and golden gown so that she glowed.
“I’m delighted to hear it,” Michael said.
He glanced over at her, and her jaw was clenched so tightly that he was surprised she could open her mouth to speak.
He hadn’t intended to make an appearance at the soiree, but somehow, Rebecca had learned he was home. Anne had sent a frantic note upstairs, informing him that Rebecca was asking after him, and Michael hadn’t been able to think of a valid reason not to come down.
Though she was trying hard not to show it, Rebecca was enraged, and he couldn’t blame her. For all her snobbish ways, she was only twenty—the same age as Fanny, a devilish voice reminded him—and barely beyond adolescence.
She should have had all the grandeur and romance a girl deserved with the approach of her wedding, and he wasn’t such a scoundrel that he’d revel in denying them to her. He wished he could fix the rift that had developed between them, or that he could explain why he was suddenly so distracted.
He felt as if he’d metamorphosed into a man he didn’t recognize—a man with two identities and two separate lives. He was marrying a woman he scarcely knew and didn’t like while he was carrying on a torrid affair with another whom he adored.
“Your brother always enjoyed walking in the garden.”
It was the very worst thing she could have said, the most insulting comment she could have made. In his view, the number one point against her was that she’d been betrothed to John first.
He could hardly keep from snapping at her.
“And he loved parties,” Michael stated. “He loved to dance.”
“He certainly did.”
They continued on, silent, miserable.
Ultimately, she ventured, “Where have you been? I was worried.”
“Were you?”
“Yes.”
There was a hint of sarcasm in her query that had him wondering what was behind it. Had there been rumors? Was she probing into his private life? He was about to marry her. Wasn’t she entitled?
“I had business at Henley Hall.”
“Nothing disastrous, I hope?”
“No.”
He’d been suffocating in the house, and when she’d suggested they take the night air, he’d jumped at the chance, but the mansion was getting farther and farther away, and he yearned for the crowd so he wouldn’t be stuck alone with her.
“I heard the strangest story,” she broached.
“What is that?”
“I heard you took Miss Carrington with you.” She peeked up at him. “Did you?”
He sucked in a deep breath, held it, let it out. He felt as if he was perched on a high cliff and about to leap off into space.
“Yes. I decided it was best to get her out of London.”
“Is she staying at Henley Hall?”
The residence was about to be Rebecca’s home, and she was aghast.
“No, she’s not at the Hall. I simply escorted her to the country. She’s visiting... relatives.”
“I wasn’t aware that she had any.”
It was a question and an indictment, but he didn’t answer it.
“How are the wedding plans proceeding?” he asked, desperate to divert her.
“It’s been a bit hectic, what with the short lead time, but my father will pull it off. He’s competent that way.”
Michael thought of the drunken, slothful man who was about to be his father-in-law, and he felt ill. “I’m sure it will be marvelous, whatever you’ve arranged.”
“It’s just been difficult having you gone so much.” She drew him to a halt, and she peered up at him. “I suppose I oughtn’t mention this, but it’s embarrassed me. I’ve had to make so many excuses for you, and I’ve run out of lies to tell. People have been talking...”
Her voice trailed off, her spurt of bravado waning. Despite how she craved a frank conversation, she wouldn’t dare allude to any facts, and he wasn’t about to dispel the gossip. His infidelity was a discussion they would never have.
“What have people been saying?” he goaded, merely to rattle her. “And why would you assume I care?”
He was being condescending, when he hadn’t intended to be, but he was just so angry. He wanted to throttle the Duke with his bare hands. He wanted to shake his sister until she stopped flitting around in the shadows and clucking her tongue like a mother hen.
His world was spiraling out of control, and he wished he and Fanny and Thomas could sail off to a deserted island where no one knew him, where no one expected anything from him.
The snide remark had hurt Rebecca, and her blue eyes blazed with a fury that she hastily tamped down.
“Why are you being so cruel?” she quietly said, making him ashamed.
“I’m sorry. It’s been a stressful few weeks. I apologize.”
“It hasn’t been easy for me either.”
She looked petulant and aggrieved, and her perfume was choking him. He dropped her arm and stepped away to lean against the trunk of a nearby tree.
“What would you have me say, Rebecca?”
“You needn’t say anything. I’m merely curious as to what’s happening with you, and as you’re about to be my husband, I believe I have the right to ask.”
“First,” he started, reining in his temper, but wanting to be very clear, “as you’ve reminded me, I am about to be your husband, so you should understand that I will never be at your beck and call. I will go places and do things, and I won’t seek your approval or permission. Nor will I allow you to interrogate me about my activities.”
“I see.”
“If you were anticipating a different sort of relationship with me, you will be sorely disappointed. While I will be kind to you, and will show you the respect and courtesy you deserve as my wife, I will always behave exactly as I please, so you need to re-evaluate your vision of what is possible between us.”
“You don’t want to marry me, do you?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Then what are you saying?”
“I’m just warning you that I am not the man you think I am.”
“And who are you?”
“I’m Viscount Henley. Someday, I’ll be Duke of Clarendon. That’s who you’re marrying.”
“But I don’t know anything about you.”
“No, you don’t.”
She gaped at him as if she’d suddenly realized that he was practically a stranger.
“John used to kiss me out here in the garden,” she said. “He used to kiss me all the time.”
“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t share details about you and my brother.”
“He...he liked me. He liked me very much.”
Michael had no reply. It was a futile conversation.
“You’ve never even tried to kiss me,” she pointed out. “Why haven’t you?”
“I’ve heard enough.”
He reached for her, desperate to return to the party, when she absurdly wailed, “You don’t love me.”
“Rebecca...”
She studied his eyes, searching for a fondness she would never find.
“Could you learn to love me?”
How was a man to answer such a question?
“Let’s go back to the house,” he insisted, but she didn’t move.
“I want you to kiss me,” she demanded, “this very instant. I want you to kiss me like you mean it.”
He sighed, wondering how they’d arrived at such an embarrassing impasse. Would it always be like this between them? Would he forever enrage her? Would she forever be disillusioned by him?
“It’s not appropriate for us to be out here alone like this. Your father is probably looking for you.”
“My father is drunk, and you know it. He doesn’t care where I am.”
“Well, I care that Anne’s guests might gossip.”
“Do you not want to kiss me? Am I repugnant to you? Is the notion distasteful?”
“No,” he lied.
“What is it then?”
There seemed no hope for it, and why shouldn’t he kiss her? All too soon, he would have to do much more than kiss her. Why not proceed?
Linking their fingers, he drew her close, an arm gliding around her waist. While he’d intended an innocent embrace, she snuggled herself to him, her entire front pressed to his, supplying evidence that John had—in fact—taught her how to dally with a man.
He kissed her, tentatively, then more vigorously, and she joined in. She was taller than Fanny, and she felt different, all willowy and lithe in a way that Fanny was not. He trifled with her, growing accustomed to the shape of her, to the smell and heat of her.
It wasn’t chaste, by any stretch of the imagination. Their tongues sparred, their loins rocked together, and her nipples poked into his chest.
He kept on for a long time, much longer than he should have, but he was trying to light a spark that wouldn’t flare. All he could think was that he was cheating—cheating on Fanny with another woman, and cheating on Rebecca by denying her what was rightfully hers.
Eventually, he pulled away, and she appeared to be satisfied with the attempt. She was smiling, content with what she’d wrought.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she inquired.
“It was very nice,” he agreed.
“Will you kiss me again in the future? I hate it when you ignore me. I won’t spurn your attentions. I want this from you. I’m...I’m...eager to do my duty.”
At the mention of her doing her duty, he nearly groaned aloud.
“We’ll get on just fine,” he told her. “Don’t worry so much.”
“I won’t.”
She took his arm, and they returned to the ballroom. As they entered, she was preening like the cat that had eaten the canary, and he was positive every person there was furtively grinning, having guessed precisely what they’d been up to out in the dark.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“He’s gone again? You must be joking.”
The Duke glared at Rebecca and shrugged. “He went back to Henley Hall.”
“Why?”
“Because he didn’t want to stay in London.”
“But we came to an understanding. Everything was fine.”
He could practically see the wheels turning in her head as she tried to figure it out, but she was too young and too naïve to grasp that Michael would always gambol and copulate with a reckless abandon. The words fidelity and loyalty weren’t in the vocabulary of a Wainwright male.
“My father’s party is tonight.”
“It certainly is.”
“Michael and I are the honored guests.”
“Yes, you are.”
“My wedding is four weeks away!”
“I’m aware of the date, Rebecca. It’s written on my calendar.”
He stared her down, his expression carefully blank, but on the inside, he seethed with fury.
Michael had forgotten the cardinal rule of dabbling with loose women: It was only fucking—nothing more, nothing less—and he’d let his heart become engaged. He imagined that he...he...loved Fanny Carrington.
If it hadn’t been so pathetic, it would have been downright laughable.
“Will there be anything else, Rebecca?” he queried. “If not, I’m very busy. Anne is home if you’d like to chat with her.”
He riffled through some papers, indicating that the meeting was over, but maddeningly, she didn’t depart.
“What’s really going on?” she demanded. She pulled up a chair and sat across from him, and it appeared that a long, unpleasant conversation was about to commence.
He sighed. While he had no desire to be the one who disabused her of her foolish notions, if necessary, he would.
“What are you asking, Rebecca?”
“Michael has been gone since the day he offered for me. He’s shown no interest in the wedding, and he’s deliberately absented himself from nearly every festivity. Why?”
“You’ll have to take it up with him—next time you see him.”
“Am I about to be jilted?”
“As far as I know, he still intends to marry you.”
“As far as you know! Am I supposed to be comforted by such a tepid reassurance?”
“Michael is a strong-willed, thirty-year-old man, Rebecca. He will always act precisely how he pleases. I suggest you get used to it, or I can guarantee you’ll be miserable for decades.”
“You’re trying to tell me something, but I’ve never been adept at deciphering riddles. What is it? Spit it out.”
“You’re beautiful and rich, yet he’s avoiding you like the plague. What would you guess is happening?”
After several seconds of pondering, the awful truth sank in.
“Are you saying he’s...he’s...involved with someone?”
“I’m not saying anything. You may make any inference you choose.”
“I’m his fiancée. He’s embarrassing me before the entire world!”
The Duke leaned back in his chair, hoping he’d hurt her, hoping she’d go away.
“How would I know what he’s up to?”
“Who is she? Am I acquainted with her?”
“Honestly, Rebecca, how would I—“
“Who is it?” she hissed, exhibiting such vehemence that he almost felt sorry for Michael. With his affair revealed, there’d be hell to pay.
The Duke pasted on an enigmatic smile. “I have no idea.”
“It’s that Miss Carrington, isn’t it?”
The Duke was silent, neither confirming nor denying her deduction.
“Would he cry off because of her?”
“Who can predict what a fellow might do?”
She was stunned, but resolved, and he had to give her credit. She was no shrinking violet. A more timid female would have collapsed in a bout of hysterics.
“What would you advise?” she asked. “How should I proceed?”
“I haven’t a clue.”
“I assume that we have the same goal.”
She was regally staring down her pert nose at him in a way that showed she’d someday be an excellent duchess.
“And what would that be?”
“We both want him wed before the year is through. We both want the dukedom secured with an heir.”
“You’re correct: We are in complete accord.”
“So let’s make a deal.”
“No.”
“Fine, then.” She stood to go. “I will talk to my father and have him contact you about canceling the marriage contract. Goodbye.”
At the notion that she might run off with all her money, he leapt to his feet. “Hold it right there, little missy.”
“I’m not your little missy. Speak to me with the respect I am due, or don’t speak to me at all.”
“You will not talk to your father. I won’t permit the two of you renege on our agreement.”
“If you think I will sit idly by and let Michael shame me, you’re mad.”
Umbrage careened off her in waves, and he marveled at how her father tolerated her sass. Why hadn’t he beaten her into submission? The Duke would have.
“What is it you want from me?” he snapped.
“From you, nothing. From Michael, I want the wedding I’ve dreamed about since I was a child. He will not humiliate me. I won’t allow it.”
“How will you stop him?”
“You can’t seem to control him, so I will fetch him home.”
“Will you?”
“Yes, and as a bonus, I shall rid us of Miss Carrington once and for all. When I am finished with her, she’ll never bother us again.”
“What is it that you will require from me in exchange?”
“I demand to be shed of Miss Carrington’s nephew. Michael claims that the boy will live with us after we are married, and I haven’t been able to dissuade him. I won’t have John’s bastard in my house.”
“What would you like done with him?”
“It matters not to me—so long as I am not burdened with his care. Nor should Michael have any continuing contact with him.”
The Duke was of the exact same opinion. Whenever he remembered how Michael had the child ensconced at Wainwright Manor, when he remembered the boy strutting about as lord of the manor, the Duke’s grew enraged.
At the first opportunity, the boy had to be sent far away—the trick being to keep Michael from learning what had happened until it was too late for him to intervene.
“You win, Rebecca. We have a deal. If you rid me of Miss Carrington, Thomas will vanish like smoke, and Michael will never know you had anything to do with it. You will start your marriage in a perfect state of wedded bliss, unfettered by familial obligation.”
“I have your word on it?”
“Of course.”
He extended his hand to shake on the arrangement, but she refused it and scoffed.
“As if your word is any good.”
“Why...you act as if you don’t trust me.”
“No farther than I could throw you, but were I you, I wouldn’t cross me. I have a terrible temper; I get even when I’m wronged.”
She left, her heels clicking on the marble as she headed for the front door.
He was humored by her determination and spunk. She was more of an ally than he’d ever imagined she could be, and she would be an even worse enemy, a pesky detail he would keep firmly in mind in the future.
Then again, after they commenced with their secret bargain, after they crushed Fanny Carrington and betrayed Thomas, he’d have leverage over Rebecca and a method to coerce her with the threat that he’d tell Michael what she’d done.
Poor Michael. He was in for it. His affair with Miss Carrington was about to abruptly conclude, and he was about to wed a woman he’d vastly underestimated. The Duke had tried to warn Carrington that she should leave, had tried to make Michael see the error of his ways, but neither had heeded him.
The Duke grinned. He would love to be a mouse in the corner, eavesdropping when Rebecca arrived at Henley Hall.

Anne halted outside her father’s library, and she listened as he conversed with Rebecca, which was odd.
She nearly entered, but caution caused her to hesitate. Instead, she pressed her ear to the wood, and it sounded as if they were talking about being rid of Miss Carrington and Thomas.
The very notion, that the Duke would discuss such a dirty business with Rebecca, was disturbing. Her father could be ruthless, but how could he harm John’s son? She, herself, viewed Thomas as a gift, a piece of John that had survived to bring them joy after heartache.
Their chat ended, and as Rebecca’s footsteps approached, Anne hurried back to the stairs, pretending she’d just come down.
“Hello, Rebecca,” Anne welcomed as Rebecca walked into the foyer. “I didn’t realize you were here.”
“Hello, Anne. I just popped in to see Michael.”
“He’s gone again.”
“So I’m told. Where do you suppose he is?”
She studied Anne, giving Anne the distinct impression that she was being tested, but Anne felt that—no matter the answer—she would fail.
She was trapped between Rebecca and Michael, when she hated to be. Very soon, Rebecca would be her sister, and Anne hoped that they would have a close and cordial relationship. But if Michael was involved with Miss Carrington, Anne would never admit it, and she would never hurt Rebecca by mentioning the liaison.
“I don’t know where he is,” Anne insisted. “Did the Duke have any idea?”
“No.”
Rebecca’s gaze narrowed, providing evidence that she knew exactly where Michael was, and she knew that Anne did, too.
Suddenly, their friendship was on a precipice from which it might never recover. She cursed the Duke; she cursed her brother.
“Would you like to stay for tea?”
“No, I’m inundated by chores—what with the wedding coming so fast and all.”
“Oh, certainly. I understand.”
Rebecca had never previously declined refreshment, and as she left without a farewell, they both recognized it for the snub it was.
Anne blew out a heavy breath, wondering what new catastrophe she’d witnessed. No doubt it was all the Duke’s fault.
She marched down the hall again and swept into the library. Her father was over by the window, staring into the drive, watching Rebecca climb into her coach. He was pensive, his shoulders stiff with tension.
Without preamble, she asked, “What plot are you two hatching?”
As he glanced around, his face gave nothing away. “Whatever are you implying?”
She assessed him, noting the malicious gleam that was always there, but lately had seemed more pronounced.
“Don’t play games with me.”
He didn’t reply, but went to sit behind his massive desk, using it to make her feel insignificant, to emphasize his superiority over her.
“Is there something you wanted?” he queried.
“You saw how riled Michael was the other night. Why occupy yourself with Rebecca in a way that will only anger him more if you’re discovered?”
“Who says I’m occupying myself with Rebecca? Why would I? You’re being ridiculous.”
He was smirking, oozing with arrogance.
“Thomas is John’s son,” she reminded him.
“Yes, he is.”
“Why would you work to his detriment?”
“You may clasp him to your bosom if you like, but don’t expect me to do the same. I warned John that the boy...”
He trailed off, appearing uncomfortable with what he’d nearly revealed.
“Warned him about what?”
“It’s nothing.”
Her pulse raced. “You warned him about Thomas? I thought you weren’t aware of Thomas until John’s will was read.”
“Oh...no, I hadn’t the slightest inkling. I was as surprised as you were.”
She was positive he was lying, and if he was, then he’d known about Thomas all along. He had to have been cognizant of Thomas’s dire straits, but had sentenced Thomas to squalor. Miss Carrington claimed that she’d written numerous letters, seeking assistance, but John had ignored her.
Had the Duke interfered somehow? Had he prevented John from helping them? Had John even learned that Miss Carrington had corresponded?
“Don’t harm Thomas,” she implored. “I’m begging you.”
He had no comment, but proceeded to the sideboard and poured himself a drink. He sipped it calmly, as if she wasn’t present.
“Are you quite finished?” he ultimately said. “If so, I’m very busy.”
She peered at his desk, and it was clear of all papers. He was doing naught but scheming and gloating, and she felt as if she was suffocating on his deceits, on his spite.
“I’ve been thinking,” she started.
“About what?”
”I want to marry. I want you to begin making inquiries again. It’s been a few years. There might be someone available now whom we hadn’t previously considered.”
He snorted as if it were a preposterous suggestion.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re an old maid. There’s not a man in England who would have you when you’re so aged. It’s not worth the bother of searching.”
She flinched as if he’d slapped her. “I do believe that’s the cruelest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“You’ll get over it.”
“So your answer is no?”
“Didn’t you hear me? Are you deaf?”
“No. I’m not deaf.”
“Good.”
“If anything happens to Thomas, I’ll tell Michael it was your fault. I’ll tell him you and Rebecca arranged it.”
“Idle threats, Anne, and you exasperate me with them. Be gone.”
For once, she was happy to oblige him. She left without argument, his malevolence wafting after her like an evil cloud.
The afternoon was quickly waning, and she needed to give the staff instructions for the evening, needed to bathe and dress. They had guests coming for drinks, then they were all heading to the engagement supper being hosted by Rebecca’s father.
Except that Michael wouldn’t be there, and Anne couldn’t bear the notion of how awkward it would be to sit across from Rebecca, making excuses for him.
She grabbed her hat and cloak, tiptoed to the front door, and departed. No one noted her passing by. No one saw her go.
She might have been invisible.

“Is Charles at home?”
“I’m afraid not.”
Phillip stared at his father’s wife, Susan. Her smile was icy.
“I need to talk with him right away. Do you know when he’ll return?”
“I haven’t any idea.”
He’d just spun to leave when the butler appeared down the hall.
“Actually, Mr. Sinclair,” the butler said, “the Earl is at home, and he’s expecting you. If you’ll come with me?”
At the rebuke—and from a servant no less—Susan tersely claimed, “My mistake, Phillip. He must have arrived without my being aware.”
Phillip glared at her, but didn’t remark on her obvious lie. She was a brittle, bitter woman who loathed Charles—with valid reason. Phillip felt sorry for her, but she aggravated him, too.
She’d birthed no children for Charles, so his natural children were an insult to her and blatant evidence of her barren state. Since it was Phillip’s goal to have his siblings acknowledged, he and Susan were always at odds.
He left her stewing in the foyer and followed the butler to Charles’s library. His father was alone, lounged in a chair by the fire and drinking a glass of wine.
“Phillip,” he said without rising, “how nice to see you.”
“He had a spot of trouble,” the butler tattled, “with Lady Trent.”
Charles and Susan were locked in a constant battle over who would be allowed to visit when she was in residence. The butler had strict orders to have any guests shown in immediately without regard to her wishes.
“Tell her I’ll speak with her as soon as Phillip and I are done.”
The butler closed the door, as Phillip joined his father by the fire. Charles looked calm and composed, as if his wife’s behavior didn’t bother him in the least—and it probably didn’t.
Charles was rarely in London. He and Susan rarely communicated. They never socialized. Phillip wondered if Charles was ever lonely, if he was ever sad over how his life had gone, but he doubted it. His father wasn’t prone to reflection or regret.
“I received your note,” Charles said. “What brings you by?”
“I believe I’ve found one of your daughters.”
“Really?”
“In fact, I’m sure of it.”
He handed over the letters he’d retrieved from Charles’s man of affairs.
“Oh yes,” Charles murmured as he leafed through the pages, “I remember her now. She was very beautiful, very sweet.”
“So is the daughter you sired with her.”
“It says the mother died shortly after the girl was born. What became of the child?”
“She was given to a vicar and his wife to raise.”
“Was he good to her?”
“Yes, although he died a few years ago. She’s had some problems since then.”
“What is her name?”
“Frances—though she calls herself Fanny.”
“Fanny...” Charles mused. “A pretty name for a pretty girl. Do you know where she is?”
“I’m told she’s at Henley Hall with Michael, but I’m not certain. I guess I’d better find out.”

Michael was over by the window, morose, ruminating and staring out at the stars.
He watched from his chair in the corner as Fanny rolled onto her back, as she yawned and stretched. With the moon shining down, the shadows stark, she looked ethereal and delicate, but she’d proved over and over that she was tough as nails, that she was resilient and clever.
What was he to do with her? They couldn’t stay together, but with each passing day, he was more infatuated. He repeatedly asked himself: How would he ever part with her? The prospect was disturbing, and he didn’t know how to face it.
While he hadn’t breathed a word about his approaching wedding, the end of their liaison was imminent. Once he married Rebecca, it would be impossible to keep the secret from Fanny. After she discovered what he’d done, she’d be crushed, and she would never forgive him, which he couldn’t bear to imagine.
He’d meant to have a brief fling, but it was patently obvious that he’d miscalculated. They were openly living in sin—but for when they were around Thomas and pretended to have separate bedchambers—and he was learning so much about her.
She had a devoted, loving temperament that he enjoyed, and she brought a contentment to his life that he’d always sought but hadn’t known how to achieve.
Automatically, she reached for him across the mattress. It was very late, and he should have been sleeping next to her, but he wasn’t. She frowned, and he was thrilled to see that she’d grown accustomed to his presence, that she expected him to be there.
She could have stuck by her morals, could have fled and declined to consort with him, but she hadn’t. His time with her had altered his world until he understood that he couldn’t go back to being the man he’d been before they’d met.
“I didn’t wake you, did I?” he asked.
“No.” Her green eyes were poignant, perceptive, and he must have appeared sufficiently miserable that she added, “Are you all right?”
“Yes.”
He studied her intently. Ever since he’d returned from London, he’d been on the verge of uttering facts that would devastate her. The room was very quiet, the sense of anticipation extreme, and it was the perfect moment to confide in her. He’d spewed too many lies and not nearly enough truths, but he simply couldn’t tell her.
She deserved to know about his engagement, about his pending nuptials. The information was like a tangible object in the middle of the floor, but he spent every minute biting down any grand confession. Why hurt her unnecessarily?
He was existing in a fairy-tale, praying that everything would continue on just as it was.
The autumn night was very chilly, the fire out, and he was naked. He shivered and rose, walking to the bed and slipping under the quilts.
“You’re freezing,” she gasped, then laughed as she pulled him to her and his frigid skin connected with her own. “How long have you been sitting there?”
“Too long.”
“Silly man.”
He kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose. As they cuddled in the snug cocoon of the blankets, he wished they could remain where they were forever, that morning would never come, that the future would never arrive.
He hugged her to his chest, and he was brooding and pensive, yearning to have a genuine conversation, but having no idea how to start it.
“What is it?” she inquired, completely attuned to his troubled condition.
“Nothing,” he insisted, too confused to reveal his thoughts.
“Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
“I’m fine. Really.”
He had to protect her, had to keep her close and safe. If he spoke a word of the actual state of his situation, she’d leave him, and they’d established—on several occasions—that she was adept at landing herself in terrible jams.
He couldn’t allow her to endanger herself, couldn’t be candid if it would cause her to do something rash and irrevocable.
Instead, he did what he always did, what he was always anxious to do. He began making love to her, his lips seeking and finding hers. She was a very passionate person, and she eagerly joined in.
Her slender fingers roved over his arms and shoulders, and her thighs widened, her legs circling his waist so she could draw him into her. As he peered down at her, his heart pounded with an odd sort of ecstasy.
He never tired of looking at her, never grew weary of being with her. Did she know? Could she sense the emotions festering inside him?
She rolled them, surprising and delighting him with her desire to be on top. She was on her knees, her toes digging into the mattress to rock her sheath across his phallus.
With her back arched, her glorious hair flowing down, she might have been an ancient goddess, and he smiled, liking this side of her, planning to nurture it with all his might.
He let her play and tease until his ardor spiked and he couldn’t delay. He flipped them again, so that she was lying beneath him, so that he could stare into her beautiful eyes as they found their pleasure together.
He reached down and touched her at the vee between her legs, and as she let go and flew to the heavens, he flew with her, reveling in the tumult that went on and one until it seemed it would never stop.
Eventually, the exhilaration waned, their breathing slowed, and they were grinning, their gazes locked. A thousand comments swirled through his mind as he struggled with what to say, with how to profess how much he loved her, but he was stubbornly, foolishly silent.
“Are you happy, Fanny?” he ultimately queried. “Are you glad you stayed with me?”
“I’m very happy.” She cradled his cheek in her palm. “And how about you, Michael? Are you happy?”
“Oh, Fanny, yes, I’m so very, very happy, too.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Fanny sat in the front parlor, fighting down a wave of nausea. For the prior two weeks, she’d been sick in the morning. She was exhausted all the time, her breasts were very tender, and she constantly wanted to weep. Her monthlies were late, and she was counting on her fingers, hoping she’d calculated wrong, but knowing she hadn’t.
She wasn’t the most experienced of females, but she was smart enough to recognize pregnancy when it was staring her in the face.
Distractedly, she rubbed her abdomen. What to do? What to do?
Michael had to be told, but she couldn’t imagine how the conversation would go. He’d said he wouldn’t take a baby from her, but she wasn’t positive that she’d believed him. Could she risk confiding in him? If he’d been lying, and he took her child, the fiendish Duke would be in control of it, which Fanny would never allow.
Then again, Michael seemed more content recently. Though he’d never admitted it, she was certain he was in love with her. What if he was? Would it change anything?
If he loved her, why shouldn’t they wed? With a baby on the way, he might be willing to throw off convention and have her as his bride. He’d have to give up his quest for a rich wife, but would he?
Movement out in the drive caught her attention, and she saw a woman approaching the house. It was a chilly, blustery afternoon, and the visitor was bundled in a heavy coat, a hat pulled low on her head. She was alone, her stride very determined, which was worrisome. They were located off the main road, so they never had callers, and Fanny was in no mood for company.
She just wanted some privacy, just wanted a few quiet hours while Michael and Thomas were at Henley Hall, where she could think and plan, but the woman marched right up and knocked. They didn’t have an army of servants, and everyone was busy with chores. Fanny answered the door, herself.
“May I help you?”
“Yes, if I could please speak with...” The woman paused. “Aren’t you Miss Carrington?”
“Yes.”
“Might I talk with you? It will only take a minute.”
Fanny studied her, deciding she looked familiar, but Fanny couldn’t place her. Her clothes were very fine, evidence of wealth and breeding. She appeared to be about Fanny’s age, and she was taller than Fanny, slender, with striking blond hair and bright blue eyes. Her cheeks were red from the cold.
There didn’t seem to be any reason not to let her in—other than Fanny’s foul disposition.
“Well...I suppose.”
“I appreciate it.”
She stepped across the threshold, and it was the oddest sensation, but Fanny felt as if an ill wind blew in behind her, as if Doom had slithered in when Fanny’s back was turned.
“The weather is so fierce today,” the woman remarked as she removed her outer garments.
“Have you been walking far?”
“No, not far,” she vaguely said.
Fanny hung the woman’s belongings on the stand in the corner, then she pointed to the parlor where a toasty fire burned in the grate.
“Why don’t you warm yourself by the hearth, and I’ll have Cook make us some tea.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
Regally, the woman gestured to the two chairs nearest the fire, as if she was the hostess and Fanny an interloper.
They entered side-by-side, her guest assessing every item as if evaluating its worth. Fanny furtively scrutinized her, finding her to be very beautiful, very stylish and polished, and the obvious differences in their attitudes and comportment were blatant and unnerving.
“Is Lord Henley at home?” the woman asked.
“No, he went riding at Henley Hall.”
“Will he be gone long?”
“That was his plan—unless the weather becomes more inclement.”
The woman sat, arranging her skirts, holding her hands toward the flames. Fanny was silent, waiting for whatever bad news was coming, and she perceived that it would be very bad, indeed.
“This is a cozy house,” the woman said. “Small, but cozy. I’ve never been in it before.”
“Hmm...” Fanny mumbled, not certain how to reply.
“I wasn’t even aware it was here until the Duke gave me directions.” She looked around again, then she leveled her astute gaze on Fanny. “My name is Rebecca Talbot.”
“How do you do, Miss Talbot.”
“Actually, it’s Lady Rebecca.”
“Oh. I’m Fanny Carrington, but you already knew that.”
“Yes, I did. I’ve been conscious of you for some time now. Has Lord Henley ever spoken of me?”
“No. Ah...should he have?”
Lady Rebecca nodded, pensive, frowning. “You care for Lord Henley, don’t you? You care for him very much. I can see it in your eyes.”
The intimate question flummoxed Fanny, making her wish she hadn’t opened the door.
“I was in a difficult situation,” Fanny said. “He’s been kind to me.”
“Has he? With the two of you living here like this, are you hoping he’ll marry you? Is that what he’s told you?”
“Gad no. We’re friends, and he’s letting me visit with my nephew.”
“So you understand that he’s very much above your station. There’s no chance of a union between you—despite how you might fantasize about another conclusion.”
“Yes, I understand. I’m not stupid.”
The comment was extremely aggravating, and she was about to rise and escort Lady Rebecca out, but Rebecca sighed and said, “Don’t be upset. It wasn’t my intent to insult you. I was just stating the facts, but not very politely. I’m trying to figure out what you want, but I’m off to a poor start.”
“What I want? I don’t want anything.”
Lady Rebecca relaxed in her chair, and she was pensive again, weighing her options. “I was going to be rather harsh with you, but I can’t be.”
Fanny’s pulse pounded with alarm. “What do you mean?”
“It’s apparent that what I’m about to say will hurt you very much. I’m sorry for it, but there’s simply no easy way to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”
“I am Michael’s fiancée.”
Fanny gasped. “His what?”
“We’re engaged, Miss Carrington. I’m his fiancée.”
Lady Rebecca repeated the phrase slowly, as if clarifying for a dunce, and that’s precisely what Fanny felt she was. She heard the words, and she saw Lady Rebecca’s lips moving, but she couldn’t grasp the awful implication.
“You’re engaged?”
“Yes.”
“For how long?”
“Since I was a little girl. Our families contracted that I would one day be Lady Henley, then Duchess of Clarendon.”
Fanny’s heart broke in an instant. Michael had lied. Michael had lied about everything.
“The Duke told me Lord Henley was betrothed, but I didn’t believe him.”
“I can see that. You seem like a good person, Miss Carrington—a tad misguided and deluded perhaps—so I’m not certain how to tell you this either, but our wedding is in two weeks.”
“Two weeks!”
“Yes, and I need him to come home. He can’t continue to tarry with you. You have to let him go.”
Fanny was so stricken she could barely remain seated on the chair. She clutched at the armrest, holding on for dear life, lest she slide to the rug in a stunned heap. A sick dread was building in her stomach.
From the moment she’d met Michael, he’d been engaged. From the first time they’d kissed or made love, each time he’d chatted with her, played with her, slept with her, he’d been engaged.
She’d made so many excuses for him, had lied to herself and pretended that their actions were permissible. Right and wrong, morality and sin, had become irrelevant.
She was a naïve fool, no better than the lowest scullery maid who lifted her skirt with the lord of the manor for the promise of a penny.
“My wedding is so close,” Lady Rebecca was explaining, “but he has refused to stay in London with me—because he’s wanted to be here with you, instead.”
“I don’t know what to say. I didn’t know any of this was happening.”
“It’s been so embarrassing for me. My father’s acquaintances have been throwing all these parties for us, but Michael is never there, and I’ve had to invent stories about where he is and what he’s doing.” She stopped, letting the import of her remarks sink in. “I’m growing afraid that he won’t show up for the ceremony, Miss Carrington. If he didn’t show, I would absolutely die of mortification.”
“Lady Rebecca, I’m so sorry. I am so sorry.”
Fanny stared down at her lap, feeling petty and small. She’d forged ahead with Michael, oblivious to the consequences, ignoring the strictures by which she’d been raised, never worrying over who she might be harming.
She wished the floor would open and swallow her whole.
“I want you to go away, Miss Carrington, and I want Michael back. I want you out of our lives, and I don’t want you to contact him ever again.”
“Of course, of course.”
“I was prepared to bribe you to make you leave.”
“You don’t have to bribe me! I’ll go as soon as I can pack a bag.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
They were being so civil that Fanny wanted to gag. She’d like to loathe Lady Rebecca or find some fault about which to gloat, but the truth was that Lady Rebecca was exactly the type of woman Fanny had imagined Michael would eventually marry.
Michael belonged to Lady Rebecca, and Lady Rebecca belonged to him. Fanny was an intruder who had usurped what she shouldn’t have.
“Do you remember Lady Anne Wainwright?” Lady Rebecca asked.
“Lord Henley’s sister? Yes.”
“She’s advised me that you’ve had some financial troubles, so I have a suggestion that I hope you’ll consider.”
“What is it?”
“Well, Michael has been fond of you”—Fanny cringed at how familiarly she said the name Michael—“and you’ve been very gracious to me. I would hate to have your circumstances worsen because of Michael’s misbehavior. I suppose you could seek assistance from your natural father.”
“My...father?”
“Yes, the Duke told me it was Lord Trent, and you could approach him, but you should be aware that he’s had other daughters come forward. He’s never helped a single one, so it’s not much of an option for you.”
Fanny was stunned again by how blithely the man was mentioned as being her sire. Was it common knowledge? Did everyone know but Fanny? The conviction with which the Duke and Lady Rebecca spoke of the matter was disconcerting. What if they were correct? What if it was Trent?
“I’ve never even met him,” Fanny said. “I would never go to him with my hand out like a beggar.”
“I can understand why you wouldn’t, so I took the liberty of visiting your sister.”
“You talked to Camilla?”
“She’s become quite the popular London hostess.”
“Has she?”
Fanny had sent three letters to the address Michael had given her, but Camilla hadn’t answered any of them.
“People flock to her parties.”
“Isn’t that grand?” Fanny muttered. At least one of the Carrington sisters’ dreams were coming true.
“She’s invited you to London to stay with her while you find a new...situation for yourself.”
“How kind.” Fanny was dazed, not sure of what she was saying.
“Here is her address in London, as well as some cash for the journey.”
“Thank you.”
“Now then, I must insist, Miss Carrington, that you never speak with Lord Henley again. Can you promise me you won’t? Can you give me your word?”
“Yes.”
“It’s just that I know how adamant Michael can be. He might track you down. He might demand that you come back to him.”
“He definitely might.”
When he settled on an idea, he was like a dog at a bone and couldn’t let it go. If she refused him, he’d be even more driven to persuade her to change her mind. She’d have to vanish completely, would have to take Thomas and sneak off to someplace where he’d never think to search.
“It would hurt me, Miss Carrington. If I found out you were together with him, after you swore that you wouldn’t do it to me, it would hurt me very much. I’m about to be a bride. I simply couldn’t bear to learn that he was unfaithful and that you were the cause.”
“I understand, and you have my word. I’ll never see him again. I swear it to you.”
Lady Rebecca stood, and Fanny stood, too.
“I believe I can trust you,” Lady Rebecca said.
“You can.”
“I’m sorry to have been so blunt. I’m sorry we had to meet like this.”
“Don’t be sorry.” Fanny flashed a wan smile. “I’m an adult, and I was taught how to behave. Lord Henley is just...”
She stopped, realizing she could never explain to his fiancée how wonderful it had been to love him, but Lady Rebecca recognized what Fanny had been about to say.
“I know what Michael is like, Miss Carrington. I’ve known him a very long time.”
She started out, ready to fetch her coat and depart, when the front door opened. Thomas bustled in, and Michael traipsed in behind him.
The three grown-ups were frozen in their spots, all of them looking astonished, looking guilty. Michael’s stunned gaze shifted from one woman to the other, as if he couldn’t figure out how he was actually seeing them both in the same room.
Thomas didn’t notice the awkwardness. He rushed over to Fanny and hugged her around the waist.
“It was too cold to ride, Aunt Fanny,” he chattered, “so we came home early.”
Fanny took a deep breath, forcing calm, as she stroked a hand across his icy cheek.
“Why don’t you scoot to the kitchen and have Cook make you some hot chocolate? Tell her I said you can have two cups.”
“I will! I will!”
He raced off, and they waited until he’d disappeared, the terrible moment stretching to infinity.
“Rebecca,” Michael finally choked out, “what are you doing here?”
Lady Rebecca was very brave, very poised. “Miss Carrington and I have agreed that you must return to London with me.”
Two bright red splotches colored his cheeks, and Fanny couldn’t guess if he was about to grovel, lie, or shout at them, but whatever the comment, she didn’t have to listen to it.
“Would you excuse me?”
She hurried away, but she couldn’t reach the stairs without passing by Michael. He touched her arm, and she halted, but peered straight ahead.
“Fanny...” he murmured, pleading in his tone.
“I can’t talk about this now.”
Blindly, she hurried on, barreling up the stairs, not certain of her direction. Once she was out of their sight, she collapsed against the wall, worried that she might be ill all over the carpet. She hovered there, sick at heart and inconsolable when, to her dismay, she realized that she hadn’t climbed far enough. She could hear them in the foyer.
“I’ll be at Henley Hall,” Lady Rebecca told him. “I’m spending the night. I’ll advise the housekeeper to expect you for supper.”
He let out an anguished sigh. “All right.”
“I’ll have the staff make preparations for tomorrow. We will travel to London— together—in your coach.”
The suggestion pricked at his temper. “Don’t order me about, Rebecca.”
“I’m not ordering you. I’m merely informing you of what I want to have happen. You have humiliated me for the last time,” she said with great dignity. “You will come home with me in the morning, and you will proceed toward our wedding with as much courtesy and amiability as you can muster. I have not asked much of you, but I am asking this.”
“And if I don’t choose to scamper after you, as if I’m your pet dog, what then?”
“Then we will call off the wedding. I hope that is not your decision, but the resolution is in your hands. I need to know that you are still eager to marry me, and that you can make me happy on my wedding day by giving up your mistress. I will expect your answer at supper. At Henley Hall.”
There was some rustling, the door opened and closed, then Fanny ran down the hall to her room. She went to the bed and rolled onto the mattress, and she gazed at the ceiling, wishing she could die.

Michael trudged up the stairs, yearning to be anywhere but where he was. For over an hour, he’d delayed the pending conversation by dawdling with Thomas, but he couldn’t put it off forever.
For so long, he’d been tormented over the future, and it had finally arrived and had been just as awful as he’d anticipated. He was marrying Rebecca in two weeks, but he hadn’t breathed a word to Fanny. The sole occasion she’d questioned him, he’d denied it. What must she be thinking?
She’d relinquished much to be with him, but she wouldn’t ignore infidelity or adultery. It wasn’t in her nature.
He spun the knob and entered their bedchamber. She was in a chair by the window, and she was so silent and still that she might have been a Madonna in a painting. Her hair was plaited in a single braid down her back, and she’d changed clothes and was wearing the green muslin dress she’d owned before he ever met her, before he’d bought her a wardrobe of fashionable gowns.
The fact that she changed into an old dress provided evidence of how far they’d walked out onto a dangerous precipice. Was she going that very second? Could he let her go? If he did, how would he survive the coming months without her?
He shut the door and leaned against it. They stared and stared, a gulf as wide as an ocean separating them.
“You lied to me,” she seethed. “I asked you if you were engaged, and you lied to my face!”
“I know.”
“I had to find out like this! How could you put me in such a despicable position? How could you do such a hateful thing to me?”
“Would you have stayed with me if I had told you the truth?”
“No.”
He nodded, feeling no triumph at being proved right.
“Then why would I have? I adore you; I always have. I couldn’t bear to have you go off on your own to God knows what fate. Call me selfish if you wish, but I wanted to keep you with me. Where we could be together. Where I was sure you’d be safe.”
“Do you have any idea how mortified I am?”
“Don’t leave me,” he implored.
“I have to. I promised her.”
“I don’t care what she wants; I don’t care what she asked of you. I am asking you not to go.”
“Are you going to Henley Hall to dine with her?”
“Yes.”
“Are you traveling to London with her tomorrow?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know.”
“You have to, Michael. You have to.”
“Not unless you swear that you’ll be here when I return.”
“And when would that be? Shortly after your wedding? Or shortly after your honeymoon?” She looked very pale, as if she might faint.
“I don’t know that either,” and he truly didn’t. He had no idea what he would do.
She glanced down at her hands. They were tightly clenched in her lap, her knuckles white with strain. “I always thought that something better than this would happen to me in my life. I loved you, and I stayed here for you. I did everything you wanted, I gave you everything you sought, and all I can ask myself is why? Why did I?”
“I’m sorry.”
“I don’t believe that you are.” She glared, her derision clear, his time with her slipping away, dwindling to a few precious seconds. “You should leave now. You have to go to Henley Hall. The two of you need to resolve this.”
“What about you?”
“What about me?”
“You can’t depart until we’ve worked out a plan for you.”
“And what sort of plan would that be? Will you furnish me with a house and an allowance? I don’t suppose your new wife would approve of the expenditures.”
“What do you want me to do, Fanny? What do you want me to say?”
“Let me ask you one question.”
“What is it?”
“Do you want to marry her? Do you want to go through with it?”
Did he want to? Hell, he’d never wanted to. “It’s all arranged.”
“That’s not what I asked. Do you want to do it?”
“No.”
“Then why would you?”
“She’s...she’s...”
He couldn’t explain his betrothal or the aristocracy’s obsession with ancestry. When uttered aloud, it seemed so idiotic.
“She’s what?” Fanny pressed.
“Out of all the available candidates, she’s the best one. Our fathers are eager for the union, and she’s very rich. In many ways, she’s perfect for me.”
“But are you in love with her?”
”It’s a business venture, involving fortunes and property. Love has nothing to do with it.”
She studied him, digesting the statement as if it was the silliest thing she’d ever heard.
She chuckled, but sadly. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I feel sorry for her.”
“Why would you?”
“Because she’ll never know what it’s like to be cherished by you.”
“I told you it’s not a love match. She’d never expect it to be.”
“So let me ask you something else: Have you been having carnal relations with her—while you’ve been having them with me?”
“No. We would never dally before the...ah...the...”
He stumbled to a halt, and he deemed it an indicator of the level of his distress that he’d spoken without reflection. He didn’t intend to imply that he respected Rebecca more than Fanny, or that Rebecca’s virginity was more valuable than Fanny’s.
Fanny finished the terrible response for him. “You would never make love with her before the wedding, because you would never dishonor her?”
There was no reply that was appropriate, and anyway, the damage was done.
A look of grief came in her eye as if—with the admission—he’d killed something fine and rare.
He forced himself away from the door, and he went over to kneel in front of her.
“Fanny, my dearest, darling Fanny, please forgive me.”
“I don’t think I can.” Her voice showed no emotion.
“I love you,” he said. The declaration was wrenched from the core of his being, but she merely snorted with disgust.
“Don’t say things you don’t mean, Michael. You insult me when you do.”
“I do love you!” he insisted. “I love you so much, I’m dying with it.”
“But it’s too late, and it really doesn’t matter.”
“I didn’t want this to happen. I didn’t want to hurt you. I had to marry, and I picked Rebecca, but then, I met you and...and...how could I not love you?”
She placed her palm on his cheek, appearing very wise, and it seemed that she was about to say something profound, but Peggy knocked and peeked in.
“Master Thomas is asking for you, Miss Fanny. Will you see him?”
“Yes, Peggy, inform him that I’ll be down shortly. And would you fetch Lord Henley’s hat and coat. He’s having supper at Henley Hall.”
“Very good, Miss.”
“He’ll spend the night there, then he’s needed in London, so he’ll be away for a time. Have his horse saddled, would you?”
“Certainly.”
“He’ll be down in the foyer in a few minutes.”
Peggy slithered off, and Fanny used the interruption to scoot away. For a moment, she was standing, and he was still on his knees, like a beggar, like a supplicant.
He held out his hand.
“Don’t do this, Fanny.”
She linked their fingers and helped him to his feet. “You can’t stay here. You have to talk to her.”
He pulled her into a hug, squeezing so tightly that he was surprised he didn’t crack her ribs.
“Promise me that you’ll remain here until we can figure out a new location for you. I have to be assured that you’re safe and well.”
“Oh, Michael...”
“Swear it to me!”
“Yes, yes,” she sighed. “I’ll remain here until I hear from you.”
She tried to twist out of his grasp, but he wouldn’t release her, and she physically pried his fingers away. He reached for her again, and she moved across the room, the bed a barrier between them.
“Go,” she murmured. “Lady Rebecca is waiting for you.”
His mind reeled. Could he leave her? Could he walk away? Was he mad? When she was his entire world, and Rebecca was nothing at all, why would he do as the two women were demanding? What was wrong with him?
Though it was absurd and illogical, he’d been raised with the guiding tenet that class and station were all important. To expect him to believe otherwise, to behave in a different way, was like expecting him to believe the sky was red or the ocean yellow.
Duty and obligation defined his existence. He had to have Rebecca’s money, had to save as many of his family’s holdings as he could. It was his responsibility, the only road he could see, the only path he could follow, and he couldn’t change into someone he wasn’t. He couldn’t toss off his betrothal and selfishly grab for what he craved.
He spun and left while he still had the fortitude to go.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
“May I speak with Mr. Sinclair?”
“And you are...?”
Phillip’s butler stared at Anne with such disdain that she nearly turned and fled. She was a single woman, unaccompanied, knocking on the door of a bachelor. It was late afternoon, the sun setting, evening about to arrive. To say that her visit was unusual would be putting it mildly. Shocking was a better word.
After slipping out of her father’s house, she’d walked and walked, then hired a hackney, and she’d told herself that she’d been wandering aimlessly, but apparently, she’d had a destination in mind all along.
“I am Lady Anne Wainwright.” She matched him in haughtiness and tone. When his brows raised in astonishment, she added softly, “Tell him that Anne is here. Tell him I’d like to talk to him—if he has a moment.”
“Please come in, Lady Anne.”
He was gracious and competent, showing her to a parlor and pouring her a glass of wine, then he left to locate Phillip.
She’d never been in his home before, and she used the opportunity to assess her surroundings, to decide what they revealed about her host. The residence was quiet and comfortable, with plush, but masculine furnishings, dark paneling, and maroon drapes.
She finished her wine and poured herself some more, then snooped through the papers on his writing desk.
Thank you for last night, she read on a piece of flowery stationary. When can we do it again? Soon, I hope?
She wondered which of his paramours had sent it, what he’d done to warrant such effusive praise. No doubt he had satisfied lovers all over the city, with women everywhere tittering about his prowess.
The realization made her angry, and for once, she didn’t pretend she wasn’t jealous. She was furious as the dickens, and she was curious over how they goaded him to such heights of carnal misbehavior. Would she be lucky enough to do the same? Surely, she must possess some instinctive glimmer of feminine wiles that would guide her.
After a lengthy wait, the butler appeared with the news that Phillip would see her, but she was disconcerted to find herself being escorted upstairs to the master suite. He held the door for her, and though she hesitated, she stepped inside.
Phillip was lounged in a chair by the fire, sipping a brandy and watching her enter. He was barely dressed, clad in a pair of loose-fitting trousers and naught else, and she imagined it was the type of pants a sultan might wear while entertaining his harem. As a bow to modesty, he’d pulled on a silk robe, but he hadn’t tied the belt. The lapels were open, exposing all of his chest, which was covered with a thick matting of hair.
At the sight of so much male flesh, butterflies tickled her belly.
“Lady Anne,” he started, “this is a surprise.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“What?”
“Don’t call me Lady Anne.”
“May I hope it’s because you don’t intend to act like one?”
“I don’t know what I intend.”
“I must inform you that I’m not in the habit of inviting women up to my bedchamber unless I believe something interesting will occur after they arrive.” His rude gaze meandered down her torso. “I hate to fuss with virgins, so if you plan to stay, I suggest you accept the possibility that you won’t be one when you leave.”
He was being deliberately surly, and she wanted to snap at him, but if she did, they’d descend to their regular pattern: He’d tease her, she’d over-react, he’d become churlish, and she’d stomp out in a huff.
“Stop baiting me,” she said. “For years, you’ve urged me to do something scandalous, and I have. I’m here, when I haven’t the faintest idea why I am. My knees are knocking so hard that I’m afraid I’m about to fall down.”
A corner of his beautiful mouth lifted in a smile. He extended his hand. “Come to me.” She couldn’t move, and he coaxed, “It’s all right, Anne. Come here.”
The tender note in his voice pierced through what remained of her wall of reserve. She stumbled over, and he linked their fingers and drew her onto his lap. Her bottom was balanced on his thigh, and he tugged her forward so that her bosom was flattened to his chest, her nose buried at his nape. He was warm and large, and he smelled so good.
He kissed her cheek, her temple.
“What is it?” he inquired. “What’s wrong?”
“Everything. Nothing.”
“That sounds bad.”
“It is.”
He chuckled and offered her his brandy.
“Drink this. You’ll feel better.”
She enjoyed an occasional brandy—it was a secret vice—and she was glad that he wasn’t going to coddle her. In a single gulp, she tossed down the contents, then held out the glass.
“May I have another?”
“Of course.”
The decanter was on a table next to him. He grabbed it and filled to the rim. She gulped it down, too, then snuggled herself to him again.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like a third?” he queried. “I’d be happy to get you drunk and take advantage of you.”
“You don’t have to get me drunk.”
“Really? You’re prepared to sacrifice yourself sober?”
“Yes.”
He laughed and shifted away, a finger under her chin so she had to look at him.
“Oh, my darling, Anne, what is it? What’s happened? If you would seek me out like this, it must be quite a tragedy.”
She dithered and debated, then blurted out, “Would you make love to me?”
He stared blankly, as if he hadn’t heard her correctly.
“Say something,” she begged, embarrassed. “It’s what I want, but I’m clueless as to how I convince you to agree. What must I do so we can start? Just tell me, and I’ll do it.”
“Make love?” He seemed to be testing the words on his tongue. “You want to make love with me? You want to give me your virginity?”
“Yes.”
“Right here? Right now?”
“Yes.”
“I suppose we could do that, but first, you must explain yourself. Why me? Why now?”
“I don’t know,” she truthfully replied.
“Well, your response certainly makes me feel special.” He chuckled again, greatly humored by her. “Are you fighting with the Duke? Is that what’s brought this on?”
“I’m always fighting with the Duke.”
“Then...why?”
The restless yearnings that plagued her were difficult to describe. She wanted ecstasy and excitement, companionship and contentment. She wanted to feel as if she mattered.
“Sometimes,” she haltingly said, “you look at me, and it seems as if you see the person I could be—instead of the person I am.” For some idiotic reason, tears flooded her eyes. “I have to find out if I can become that person you see.”
“And if I consent to copulating with you, what will I receive in return?”
“What do you want in return?”
“There’s a question for the ages: What do I want? My price might be more than you’re willing to pay.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure. You’d be surprised at what this is worth to me.”
“Have you any notion of what transpires between a man and a woman? Do you know what you’re really proposing?”
“I have a general idea.”
“It’s very physical.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“We’d lie down on my bed. We’d remove all our clothes, and I’d touch you all over.”
At the prospect, her stomach somersaulted with anticipation, her breasts seeming to swell and harden. Her body understood what was required, even if her mind did not.
“Would you show me how it can be? Would you teach me what to do?”
“I could, but I’m not positive I should. I doubt if you’d like it.”
She could have protested that he dabbled with every woman in town, except for herself, but she couldn’t raise the complaint without sounding possessive and shrewish. Since females were constantly throwing themselves at him, the sexual act had to be pleasurable. Why else would they solicit him so frequently?
Her friends often tittered about amour, and it appeared to be the male of the duo who made all the difference. Those wives who enjoyed fornication were usually the ones who’d married experienced rakes, and she was certain that Phillip would fit into the category of lovers who knew exactly how to proceed.
He poured another brandy, and he sipped at it, pondering her request, weighing the pros and cons.
“If I say yes,” he finally murmured, “you have to promise that you’ll never be sorry. No matter if you hate it, no matter what happens later on, you won’t regret asking, and you won’t blame me for agreeing.” He paused and kissed her cheek again. “If you were miserable afterward, I couldn’t bear it.”
She kissed him on the mouth. “I’ll never be sorry.”
Studying her, he searched for vacillation or trepidation, and she calmly met his stare, wanting him to witness her resolve, and she succeeded.
He eased her to her feet, then stood, too.
“Come.”
He took her hand and led her to the adjoining room where his bed was located. A single candle glowed on the nightstand, and his evening clothes were folded across the end of the mattress.
“Were you going out?” she queried.
“Yes, but it seems my plans have been altered.”
He didn’t say what those plans might have been, or who he might have seen, and she didn’t inquire, for she didn’t wish to know which London doxy would be disappointed when he failed to arrive.
He scooped up the clothes and dropped them on a chair, then he drew back the blankets. Suddenly, she was alarmed, her maidenly fears surging, and he noted her anxiety.
“Are you still sure? We don’t have to do it. We can stop this instant, and I’ll drive you home, with no harm done.”
“I don’t want that.”
“But you need to realize,” he gently said, “that once we lie down together, I won’t let you change your mind.”
She gazed up at him, thinking he was so magnificent, so perfect for her. Why had it taken her forever to notice?
She smiled. “I won’t change my mind.”
“Good, because I’ve been wanting this for a very long time.”
“You have?”
“Yes, you silly fool.” At the admission, his discomfort was obvious. “Why do you suppose I’m always so angry with you?”
“I’ve never had any idea.” And she truly hadn’t. She’d simply thought they were a horrid mismatch, like two combustibles stored in a shed so frequent explosions had occurred.
Had it been love all along?
“You frustrate me,” he said, “when you refuse to succumb to my numerous charms.” He grinned and stepped to her. “Turn around.”
She obeyed, but glanced over her shoulder. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to unbutton your dress and unlace your corset.”
“Will you remove...everything?”
“I’ll let you keep your chemise. For now.”
He was so handsome, with his thick golden hair and magnetic green eyes, and he was rippling with a passion that she’d generated. He shrugged off his robe, his upper torso bare and tempting, and she was thrilled—in a totally feminine way—with what she’d wrought.
“Would you hurry?” she said.
“That’s my girl.” He leaned in and stole a kiss.
“I feel as if I’ve been waiting for this my whole life.”
“So do I.”
He made swift work of her attire, providing ample evidence of his familiarity with female garments, but she declined to focus on the fact. She wouldn’t think about his other women or his bachelor’s existence, wouldn’t think about her life with the Duke and what would be left of it after they were through. She would live for the moment, would grab every speck of happiness she could possibly find.
He stripped her to her chemise, and he snuggled himself to her, his front pressed to her back all the way down. He nibbled at her nape, and she shivered, but not from the cold.
“You’re very beautiful, Anne,” he whispered in her ear, “as beautiful as I always dreamed you would be.”
She moaned with delight, but also with despair over all the lonely years she’d withered away in her father’s house. Desperate to forget them, she spun so he could pull her into his arms. He kissed her and kissed her until she was weak at the knees, and if he hadn’t been holding her upright, she would have collapsed to the floor in a puddle of desire.
In the past, she’d often wondered if there wasn’t conduct like this, conduct so torrid and decadent and wild, but she’d had no frame of reference to indicate whether the fantasy was close to the reality. She was tickled to note that the reality was better and more amazing than anything her virginal imagination could have conjured.
He went to the bed, and he stretched out and brought her down with him. There was nothing awkward or fussy about it, and his casual manner made it all so easy. When eventually, he drew off her chemise, it seemed the most normal thing in the world to be completely naked.
He kissed her breasts; he kissed her stomach. He rolled her and stroked her and licked every inch of her, until she was a writhing, pitiful ball of yearning and greed.
When he finally touched her between her legs, just the slightest graze of his thumb along her privates, she was so aroused that she cried out his name with a strange abandon that had him preening.
He nudged her thighs apart, and he settled himself, his hard, manly rod positioned directly where it needed to be.
“This will hurt you,” he murmured, “but only the first time.”
“Does that mean we get to do it more than once?”
“Yes, my dearest Anne, we definitely get to do it more than once.” He wedged himself into her sheath. “If I could be here like this with you, and I died immediately after, I would feel my entire life had been worth it.”
“Oh, Phillip...”
At the sweet sentiment, tears flooded her eyes again, and he hugged her, kissing one eyelid, then the other.
“Don’t be sad.”
“I’m not. I’m just so glad you were home. I’m just so glad you allowed me to stay.”
“How could I have sent you away?”
He wedged in a tad farther, and she tensed.
“Take a deep breath,” he advised, and she did. “Let it out.” She did. “Now smile for me. Smile just for me.”
In the end, it was so simple to give herself to him. Gradually, he pushed in and filled her, but he kept himself very still while her anatomy acclimated to its new condition. More tears threatened.
“You can’t be sad. Remember?”
“I’m not sad. I’m very, very happy.”
“I am, too.”
He began to flex his hips, and he was very gentle, taking her in a smooth, effortless rhythm, and she was surprised at how quickly and eagerly she joined in. She knew just what to do, as if she’d been born to the debauched behavior.
She met him thrust for thrust, stretching and straining to titillate and please him, and she succeeded. He couldn’t hold back, and much before she was ready, his passion rose and peaked. She cradled him to her bosom, thinking that life could never become more precious than it was at that very moment.
With a soft sigh of satisfaction, he relaxed onto her, but he didn’t feel heavy. His large torso covered her in a possessive way that was exhilarating.
She caressed his hair, his shoulders, and she could sense him grinning. He slid from her and shifted onto his side, and he turned her so that they were facing each other.
“Well, my Lady Anne”—he used her title, but not in a mocking fashion—“you’re no longer a virgin. What do you have to say for yourself?”
“I didn’t need that silly old maidenhead anyway. It’s not as if I was keeping it for a special occasion.”
He snorted. “Did I hurt you?”
“Just for a second. When you...ah...”
“It will get better.”
“I know.”
“It will be wonderful between us. Every time,” he insisted, “it will be wonderful.”
He rolled her so they were spooned together, his belly and thighs cocooned around her.
“What now?” she asked.
“Now we rest a bit, then we’ll do it again.” He nuzzled her hair and neck, a lazy arm draped across her waist. “Unless you’re too sore?”
“Never too sore for you.”
“I’m delighted to hear it.” He chuckled and snuggled her nearer. “Do you have to be home soon?”
“I don’t have to go home ever again—if I decide not to.”
He pondered the statement, but didn’t question her as to why. Instead, he swatted her on the bottom. “Close your eyes. You have a busy night ahead of you.”
Yawning, she did as he suggested, cuddling in the quiet and reflecting on how it was the most marvelous part so far. In all the yammering by her acquaintances, they’d never explained this calm, peaceful interlude after.
She thought she could lie there forever, that she might never leave his bed, and when a vision of the Duke tried to intrude, she shoved the image away.
Morning would arrive, whether she wished it or no, and there would be plenty of opportunity to worry about the future.
At present, she was content to drift and doze, with the promise that when she awakened, Phillip would be there with her.


CHAPTER TWENTY
“Are you sure this is the house?”
“Yes, this is definitely the house.”
Fanny flashed a wan smile at Thomas, then glanced out the window of the hackney they’d rented once they’d reached London.
“Mother will be glad to see us, won’t she?”
Fanny wished she was anywhere in the world but at Camilla’s home, and under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have trusted Camilla’s offer of shelter, but Fanny was pregnant and desperate and out of options. She muttered a prayer that Camilla had been sincere in asking them to come, that she would at least pretend—for Thomas’s sake—to be delighted.
“Of course she’ll be glad. My friend, Lady Rebecca, said that Camilla couldn’t wait for us to arrive. You remember Lady Rebecca, don’t you?”
“Yes, I remember her.”
He frowned, knowing Fanny’s comments were a lie, knowing that a terrible event had occurred after Lady Rebecca’s visit, but he couldn’t quite identify what it was.
“I don’t understand why we couldn’t have stayed in the country with Uncle Michael.”
“I told you, Thomas. He had business to attend.”
“He left on business before, but he always came back.”
They’d been having the same conversation for days, and she could barely keep from snapping at him.
“He planned to be gone a long time.”
“I thought you were happy there.”
“I wasn’t.”
“I thought you and Uncle Michael might...might...”
“Might...what?”
“I thought you might get married. I thought we could be a family.”
If Fanny’s heart hadn’t already been broken, it would have cracked into a thousand tiny pieces. She felt dead inside, and she was running on instinct, going through the motions, but not really cognizant of what she was saying or doing.
How will I survive this? she asked herself. How will I?
“We never would have wed, Thomas, and I wasn’t invited to remain in his home. As it was, I seriously imposed on his hospitality.”
“That’s not true. He fancied you, and he was so...”
“Thomas! He’s getting married in a few weeks—to someone else!”
He gazed forlornly out the window at Camilla’s residence, and very quietly he said, “It was a pretty dream, Aunt Fanny.”
“But that’s all it was, and I don’t wish to discuss it further.”
The driver grabbed their two bags and dropped them on the ground. They landed with a muted thud, then he yanked open the door, impatient to be shed of them so he could move on to better fares.
Thomas climbed out, then Fanny, and she peered up and down the street. They were in a wealthy neighborhood, and the buildings looked new, the sorts of places where rich merchants or successful lawyers might live.
Camilla’s house was three stories high, constructed of red bricks. There was a tidy drive, wrought-iron fencing, tall windows, and window boxes that would brim with flowers in the summer, though it wasn’t summer now.
The November afternoon was very short, the sun setting, the temperature plummeting. The sky was gray, icy rain likely, the atmosphere about as bleak as it could possibly be.
The hackney pulled away, and at the prospect of seeing his mother, Thomas was distraught, but Fanny tamped down her guilt at having brought him with her.
She should have left him at Henley Hall, where there’d been a cadre of servants to watch over him, but she’d been forced to say goodbye to Michael, in the most horrid and abrupt fashion imaginable, and she simply couldn’t say goodbye to Thomas, too.
“I don’t want to stay here,” Thomas complained. “I don’t like it.”
“We don’t have anywhere else to go, Thomas, and your mother is expecting us. It will be fine.”
“We could have gone to Wainwright Manor. It belongs to me. Uncle Michael said so. You would have liked it there.”
“I’ve explained this to you before: If you went back, I couldn’t have come with you. I would never be able to see you again.”
He stared up at her, his blue eyes guileless and astute. “You keep telling me that, but Uncle Michael wouldn’t have treated me that way. He cares about me and you. He wouldn’t want us to be separated.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but you just have to accept that he wouldn’t have let me accompany you. There was no use asking him.”
He was a smart boy, and she could have revealed the truth—that the Wainwrights deemed her too inferior to have any continuing contact with him—but such an admission would only upset him.
Her recent stresses were taking their toll. Tears flooded her eyes, and he couldn’t help but notice.
“Don’t be sad, Aunt Fanny. Don’t cry.”
“I didn’t know what to do, Thomas, but I couldn’t bear to leave you behind.”
“I don’t understand grown-ups. I don’t understand why we couldn’t all be together, why we couldn’t all be happy.”
“Some things aren’t meant to be.”
He appeared ready to argue the point, but she was too miserable to bicker. She scooped up their bags, and she walked to the stoop.
She knocked and was surprised to be greeted by a butler who provided ample evidence of how Camilla’s fortunes had risen on the Wainwright tide. He studied her intently, his attitude indicating that he didn’t believe she was Camilla’s sister, and he shut the door in her face, advising her to wait while he checked out her story.
They loitered like a pair of beggars, and eventually, the man returned and ushered them into the foyer as Camilla was hurrying down the stairs.
She was half-dressed, wearing naught but a corset and petticoat, a robe thrown over top, and the hem wafted out as she marched toward them. Her hair was more blond than it had been, her eyebrows neatly plucked, her cheeks painted with cosmetics.
She looked like what the Wainwright money had allowed her to become: a rich, stylish, independent female who was preparing to go out for the evening.
“Fanny!” she seethed. “What are you doing here?”
Camilla never could conceal her emotions, and Fanny’s spirits flagged.
Why was she such a gullible fool? Why had she listened to Lady Rebecca? Camilla had proved over and over that she couldn’t be trusted. Why had Fanny been so naively eager to suppose that Camilla had changed?
Fanny had spent the cash Lady Rebecca gave her to purchase coach fare. There wasn’t a penny left. The only choice was to brazen it out.
“Lady Rebecca said that you asked me to come.”
“She said I asked you...here?”
“Yes. She even paid for the trip.”
“That stupid witch,” Camilla fumed. “I knew she’d cause trouble. I should have refused to let her in the house.”
“She insisted that you’d invited us.”
“Us!”
Thomas had been hiding behind Fanny’s skirt, and when Camilla glanced down and saw him, she shrieked with temper.
“Thomas! Why the devil are you here?”
“Hello, Mother,” he said very solemnly.
Fanny was desperate to deflect Camilla’s rage. “We’ve been visiting Lord Henley in the country, but we require new accommodations.”
“You make it sound as if you were off on holiday.”
“I had a much needed rest. He was kind to me.”
“Was he?” Camilla snickered. “Believe me, Fanny, I’m fully aware of what your pathetic holiday entailed. Lady Rebecca was very descriptive. She’s a jealous little shrew, isn’t she?”
Camilla was smug, being her usual spiteful self, and Fanny cringed with dismay. If Lady Rebecca had provided Camilla with the sordid details of the affair, Fanny would never hear the end of it.
“We need a place to sleep, Camilla. It’s growing dark, and we’ve been traveling forever.”
“You poor things,” Camilla sarcastically jeered. “You must be exhausted.”
“Please, Camilla,” Fanny pleaded, positive that Camilla would respond well to groveling.
“All right,” Camilla ultimately grumbled. “But just for tonight. Tomorrow, you and I are going to have a long talk.”
“Thank you.”
Camilla frowned at the butler. “Show them up to the rear bedrooms. Have someone take up supper trays.”
She leaned closer to him and whispered something Fanny couldn’t hear.
“Of course Miss Camilla.” He glared at Thomas. “I’ll handle it as soon as I have them situated.” He walked to the stairs and gestured for Fanny and Thomas to follow him. “This way, Miss, if you would.”
They trailed after him, when Camilla spoke from down below.
“I have guests coming, Fanny. You will lock yourself in and keep quiet. I won’t have anyone knowing you two are here.”
“As you wish, Camilla.”
“If I so much as see your face, I’ll toss you out on the street and bar the door after you. I’m not joking.”
At having the cruel words voiced in front of the butler, Fanny’s cheeks flushed with shame, but she didn’t reply. Let the man think what he would. Fanny had never understood Camilla’s hostility, and she wasn’t about to explain to a servant why her sister hated her.
Fanny had never had any idea.

Camilla entered Fanny’s bedchamber, and she paused, then smirked.
Fanny was in the dressing room, retching, which could only indicate one thing: Lord Henley was a virile dog, and there was another Wainwright bastard on the way.
With her party about to start, she was in no mood to parlay with self-righteous, prim Fanny, but the discussion had to be held.
Camilla sat in a chair, waiting until Fanny trudged back in. She looked pale and drawn, her hair scraggly with snarls. She was clutching a wet cloth that was pressed to her lips, and she staggered over to the bed and fell onto the mattress.
“Was it something you ate?” Camilla taunted.
“It must have been,” Fanny lied, which surprised Camilla.
Camilla didn’t remember Fanny ever having told a lie before. Then again, Fanny was so naïve, she probably didn’t have a clue as to what was wrong with her, and Camilla was too aggravated to play any games.
“How far along are you?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Don’t you?”
Fanny was very still, steadying her breathing, staring blankly out the window.
“You might as well confess,” Camilla said. “It won’t go away like a bad case of the flu.”
Fanny remained stoically silent, as Camilla assessed her stomach, her breasts.
“I’m guessing three months. He took you to Henley Hall in August, so he must have knocked you up the first day.”
“I wouldn’t know...” Fanny mumbled.
“All right, Miss Perfect Fanny, here’s what we’ll do.”
“Don’t call me that. Don’t be snide and call me perfect as if you hate me for being who I am.”
“Aren’t we putting on airs? You always badgered me about how to act, but in case you haven’t noticed, things have changed between us.”
“Yes, they have.”
”So you listen to me and listen good: You’re in a peck of trouble, and there’s only so much assistance I’ll offer to get you out of it.”
“I’ll do whatever you say, Camilla. I don’t care what happens to me anymore. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”
“You can stay here for a month.”
“Fine.”
“During which time, you will get up in the mornings and help with the housework. In the afternoons, I will expect you to search for a job so I can be shed of you.”
“I’ve never been lazy. I’m happy to search for employment.”
“And you have to rid yourself of the baby.”
Fanny’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“I’m acquainted with a competent barber. He doesn’t guarantee his services, but he usually succeeds, and it doesn’t cost much.”
“Are you saying I should...should...kill my baby?”
“What other choice is there? This isn’t some fairytale. This is real life. This is London. How will you survive if you don’t? How will you support yourself, let alone a baby? If you think it’s possible, we’ll go for a carriage ride, and I’ll show you some of the street women who once believed the same. I’ll introduce you to the orphans of those who’ve perished from disease and starvation.”
Fanny roused herself to a sitting position. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill my baby. It’s Lord Henley’s child.”
“Lord Henley, bah!” Camilla scoffed. “He’s marrying in two weeks. Two weeks, Fanny! Your bastard brat is the last thing on his mind, and if you suppose any differently, you’re even dumber than I always imagined.”
“If I harmed it, he’d be devastated.”
“Didn’t you learn anything from my situation? Where is your dear Lord Henley, Fanny? He’s John Wainwright’s brother. Where the hell is he? I’ll tell you: He’s abandoned you when you’re miserable and pregnant, and he’s about to wed another woman. Why is that?”
“He has to marry her. It’s all arranged.”
“Yes, it is, so you’re being absurd, and if you can’t grasp the facts of your predicament as they currently exist, there’s no hope for you.”
“He cared about me,” she foolishly claimed.
“He did not! His kind never cares about people like us. It’s not in their nature to lower themselves that much.”
“You’re wrong about him.”
“I’m not. You were his sexual toy, and now, he’s moved on. If he told you he wanted you for more than a few tumbles under the blankets, he was lying.”
“He never told me anything.” She looked so wounded, so hurt. “He never made any promises.”
“Then you’re doubly out of luck, aren’t you? You don’t even have the benefit of a fantasy to rely on.”
“I wish I was dead.”
“But you’re not, so haul yourself to Thomas’s room and eat a hearty supper. You need to increase your stamina for the ordeal at the barber’s. I’ll hire a hackney to take you there tomorrow.”
Fanny appeared as if she might argue, or wax on about wonderful, loyal Lord Henley, but Camilla wouldn’t listen to any romantic drivel.
Camilla understood how the world worked: It was hell being a woman, and there was no justice for men. Fanny would bear the entire brunt of Henley’s reckless behavior, and no one would be concerned over her plight.
No one would save her. She had to save herself.

Fanny walked into Thomas’s bedchamber, struggling to hide her discomfort. Her bout of nausea had passed, but she still felt awful. He was very astute. If he realized she’d just been ill, he’d want to know why, and she was too weary to make up the necessary lies.
He was on the bed, devouring his meal, and she sat with him, pretending to eat, as she studied the furnishings.
Everything was the height of fashion, the best that money could buy, and while Fanny comprehended that the Wainwright’s were giving Camilla an allowance, it had to be less than what she was spending.
How did she keep on? How did she pay her bills? It was typical of Camilla to be extravagant, to saddle herself with debt, but Fanny wouldn’t worry about it.
For the moment, she had a roof over her head and supper had been delivered. She had severed her relationship with Lord Henley, and had stolen away without being caught. Thomas was with her. Right that second, it was more than enough.
The food was hot and delicious, and there was a pitcher of warm water for washing. They had just finished their ablutions, when heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs.
Camilla was out in the hall, saying, “He’s in here.”
Fanny froze, stunned, as the door was flung open and four footmen entered, wearing the blue and gold livery of the Duke of Clarendon.
“That’s him.” Camilla pointed at Thomas. “That’s the Duke’s grandson.”
Fanny and Thomas rose, and Thomas slipped his hand into Fanny’s.
“Camilla,” Fanny stammered, “what is it? What’s going on?”
“He can’t remain here, Fanny,” Camilla scolded. “I can’t figure out why you brought him.”
“There was nowhere else for him to go!”
“You are being as ridiculous as ever. There are a dozen places he can go, but he shan’t stay here.” Camilla signaled to the men. “Take him and be quick about it. I can’t abide a big fuss.”
“Aunt Fanny”—Thomas was terrified—“what’s happening?”
Camilla answered for her. “You’re returning to your grandfather’s.”
“I don’t want to do that,” Thomas said. “I don’t want to leave Aunt Fanny.”
“Has anyone asked your opinion?” Camilla gestured again. “Take him.”
The men hesitated, then one of them stepped forward. “Come then, Thomas. Your grandfather is expecting you.”
“Do I have to go, Aunt Fanny? Do I?”
Fanny tried to shield Thomas with her body. “Camilla, stop it!”
“Fanny, I can’t have a young boy living here, and I won’t jeopardize my arrangement with the Wainwrights. He doesn’t belong to us anymore, and he has to go home.”
The footman pushed Fanny aside, gently, but it was a push all the same. He grabbed Thomas by the arm.
“Let’s be off, Thomas. There’s no need for a huge ruckus.”
Thomas began to cry. “Aunt Fanny, don’t make me.”
“Please!” Fanny implored to the footman, starting to cry, too. “He’s my nephew.”
“That’s as may be, Miss,” he kindly but sternly replied, “but the Duke sent us to fetch him.”
“He doesn’t belong to us, Fanny!” Camilla repeated. “When will you get it through your thick head?”
The man was proceeding to the door, and Thomas was wrestling and dragging his feet.
“Aunt Fanny, come with me!” he pleaded over his shoulder. “I’ll talk to Grandfather. I’ll tell him I want you with me.”
“She can’t come with you, Thomas,” Camilla interjected. “She can’t.”
“I tell Uncle Michael then,” Thomas insisted. “I will! He’ll listen to me.”
The footman glared at Camilla, his disgust obvious. “This is a dirty business, Miss.”
But though he claimed to be sickened by the task, he didn’t shirk from it. He led Thomas into the hall, the other three footmen closing ranks behind them, and swiftly, they were marching down the stairs.
Fanny ran after them, shoving Camilla when her sister tried to block her way.
“I’ll write to you every day, Thomas,” she yelled. “I swear it! If your grandfather says you’ve had no letters from me, you call him a liar!”
“I’ll write, too, Aunt Fanny. I’ll write every day, too.”
Then they were outside, and Fanny hastened to the window and peered out as Thomas was lifted into the Duke’s coach. With a crack of the whip, the footmen jumped on board, and the vehicle raced away.
Feeling as if she’d died all over again, Fanny stumbled to a nearby chair.
How many losses could a woman suffer? How was she to carry on through such torment?
Camilla strutted into the foyer, completely composed, as if she hadn’t a care in the world, as if Thomas had been a used piece of furniture she’d donated to the poor, and Fanny’s temper began to boil.
For years, she’d tolerated Camilla, had endured her vicious remarks, accepted her faults, and ignored her cruelty. No matter how despicably Camilla had acted, Fanny had never uttered a word of protest, but she had to face the fact that Camilla was—and had always been—undeserving of any sympathy.
“How could you do that to him!” Fanny charged, her eyes flashing daggers as she advanced on Camilla. “How could you!”
“My guests will arrive shortly,” Camilla calmly said, declining to argue, “and you’ve wasted so much of my time that I’m not ready to greet them.”
“I have wasted your time? I was simply trying to protect your son.”
“My son is none of your business and hardly needs any of your dubious protection. Now get upstairs and leave me be.”
Fanny was trembling with rage. “Who let you out among decent people?”
“I don’t have to take that from you.” Camilla pointed to the door. “Get out of my house.”
Fanny didn’t move. She was so angry that she was a hairsbreadth away from slapping Camilla, from spewing every hateful, malicious insult she could devise, but Camilla prevented any reaction by bellowing for assistance from her servants.
Several footmen hurried into the foyer, and they seized Fanny and escorted her outside, tossing her into the drive. They formed a defensive male barrier in front of Camilla so that Fanny couldn’t approach.
Camilla stood in the threshold, stoic, indifferent to Fanny’s plight, and as Fanny studied her, she was certain she’d never see her sister again—and she was glad that she wouldn’t.
Night was falling, and Fanny was alone—friendless, penniless, without so much as a coat or hat to warm her—but she wasn’t concerned. She’d happily live on the streets before she’d sleep under Camilla’s roof.
“Thomas and I will find a way to be together,” Fanny vowed, “and you will never know where we are. We’ll be fine without you. I want you to remember that if you’re ever in trouble, if you ever wish you hadn’t been so awful to us.”
Camilla smirked and gazed at her butler. “If she ever shows up on my stoop again, summon the authorities and have her hauled off as a common vagrant.”
Camilla turned and went inside. Her servants followed. The door was slammed and locked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
As Phillip buttoned Anne’s dress, he paused to kiss her shoulder. She’d stopped by for an afternoon romp, the fourth such wild tryst in a matter of days. As he’d suspected, she was an extremely passionate woman, and she’d quickly adapted to sexual activity.
Like the worst scoundrel, he’d used her loneliness and naiveté to gain what he craved, so in that regard, he was very much like his contemptible father, when he worked hard not to be like him at all.
He’d seduced Anne with wicked intent, but he wasn’t sorry. The only remaining question was: What should he do about it? He was a virile and experienced rake, yet in fornicating with her, he’d taken no precautions. What if she was pregnant? What then?
The prospect panicked him.
“Marry me,” he murmured, not realizing he was going to ask. The words had just slipped out.
“Marry you?”
“Yes.”
She stiffened and stepped away from him, and casually, she walked about, picking up her gloves and coat.
“We’ve been through this before,” she reminded him. “The Duke would never agree.”
“We could leave right now. We can be in Scotland so fast it will make your head spin.”
“If you knew how sordid that sounds to me, you wouldn’t propose it.”
“Why is it sordid? When we returned, we’d be wed.”
“I’m too old fashioned, Phillip. I think it’s wrong to sneak off without our fathers’ blessings.”
“My father wouldn’t give a rat’s ass.”
“Mine would. He’d never speak to me again.”
Phillip didn’t suppose that was necessarily a bad thing, but he didn’t say so.
“So what is your plan for us, Anne?”
“I don’t have a plan.”
“You’ll just keep popping in for a tumble until...when? ‘Til you tire of me? ‘Til you’re pregnant? ‘Til we’re discovered? Then what? What will you do if your father learns of our liaison?”
“I have no idea. I’m pretending none of this is happening.”
He wanted to shout at her, but she looked so torn and confused that he couldn’t be angry.
“You haven’t thought this through.”
“No. I’m running on instinct.” She started for the door.
“What if I make the decision for you?”
She whirled toward him. “What decision would that be?”
“What if I call on your father and ask for your hand?”
“Please don’t.”
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“Just the other day, I begged him to find me a husband.”
“And...?”
“He claims I’m too old now, that there’s not a suitable man who would want me.”
“I want you.”
“He’d never deem you suitable, Phillip. You know that.”
“Maybe he’ll surprise us both. Maybe you’re such an aged, decrepit weight around his neck that he’d be glad to be rid of you.”
“Very funny.”
“Let me talk to him,” he urged.
“He’ll only refuse, and he’ll gravely insult you in the process. I couldn’t bear it.”
“I’m a grown man, Anne, and I’ve known the Duke for a long time. Give me a little credit, would you? I can manage him.”
“You wouldn’t believe the things he says about you behind your back.”
Phillip was a bastard child, in a lengthy line of bastard children, sired by London’s most despicable roué. What slur could the Duke possibly hurl that Phillip hadn’t already heard?
“It can’t be much different from what people say directly to my face.”
“But it’s my father, Phillip. It would hurt me. It would make me ashamed.”
When she gazed at him like that, with her blue eyes wide and pleading, it was hard to tell her no and mean it.
He sighed. “All right, but I’m not going to give up on this. You can’t expect me to stop asking.”
“No, don’t stop asking. I like it when you do.”
He crossed to her and took her in his arms, and he kissed her thoroughly, until her limbs were slack, and her smile firmly back in place.
“Would you like me to see you home?” he inquired.
“No. I don’t want anyone at the house to suspect about us. It would become too difficult to slip away. If the Duke thought I was misbehaving, he’d never permit me to set foot outside.
He moved away, not eager for her to note his exasperation. She was twenty-five years old. Why couldn’t she grasp how the Duke used her? Why could she stand up to him? Didn’t she want to be happy?
Phillip yearned to shake her, which was pointless.
“When will you visit me again?”
“Whenever I can get away,” she said. “I’ll let it be a surprise.”
He chuckled, liking this spontaneous aspect to her personality. He intended to nurture it, to utilize it to press his advantage.
He led her down to the rear door, and she hurried out to the hackney she’d hired, the driver having been paid a fortune to wait for her.
Once the vehicle pulled away, he went into his library and began to pace, but the more he fretted, the more irate he became.
If they kept on as they had been, disaster would strike. She would get pregnant, or a servant would tattle to the Duke, and all hell would break loose. The Duke might send her to a convent, or ship her off to some obscure estate, and Phillip would never know what had happened to her.
The entire debacle would explode without warning, and Phillip wasn’t willing to sit idly by, doing nothing to avoid catastrophe. He had to confront the situation head on so that the details were out in the open. It would force the issue, and Anne would have no option but to wed him.
If she didn’t like it, he cared not. She needed to be saved from herself, needed to be married and away from her father’s influence.
Phillip rang for his valet.
When the man entered, he said, “Lay out my best jacket and trousers. Then I’ll need a shave. I’m off to the most important meeting of my life.”

The Duke stared at Michael, unnerved by what he saw.
Michael was home, but he was so greatly changed that he seemed to be a different man altogether. The Duke had never witnessed such a morose, brooding individual.
Whatever had transpired at Henley Hall, it must have been brutal, and he had to give Rebecca credit. She’d returned with him, as she’d sworn she would, but at what cost?
Michael looked like a marble statue, as if he’d been carved out of ice. How long would he continue on like this? How would he and Rebecca ever get on?
Rebecca had to realize the breach that had arisen between them. How would she mend it? Did she recognize that she needed to? If something wasn’t done, it was very likely that Michael would completely fall apart, and no wedding would ever be held.
The little whore, Fanny Carrington, was a menace. Would the Duke never be shed of her?
“What were you thinking,” the Duke fumed, “leaving the boy with Miss Carrington?”
“Thomas belongs with her. They’re very close.”
“I’m sick of hearing about her!” the Duke roared. “I’m sick of listening to you wax on about her as if she were a bloody saint.”
Michael shrugged, pretending to have no opinion.
“At least, I wrested him from her,” the Duke seethed, “and as you’ve proven you can’t watch out for his interests, from this point on, I shall see to his welfare.”
“How did you find him? Where were they hiding?”
The question was casually voiced, as if Michael wasn’t on pins and needles, desperate to know where she was. Who did he imagine he was fooling? His misery was so blatant it was laughable.
“Why would I tell you where she is?” the Duke shouted, throwing up his hands in disgust. “You’ll be married in a week—to someone else. Get over it!”
“I am over it.” He sounded like an automaton.
“Before Miss Carrington left your house in the country,” the Duke lied, “she sent me a note. She said she didn’t want Thomas to stay there all alone. When my men showed up to fetch him, she was already gone, and she provided no forwarding address.”
“So...she could be anywhere.”
“Yes, she could be. Shall we search the whole, bloody country until we locate her? Shall we shame your fiancée to death? Perhaps we can run an ad in The Times, advising everyone to be on the lookout for your ex-mistress. And if we find her, then what? Will you move her into Henley Hall and beg Rebecca to let her live there? Maybe they could become bosom companions.”
Michael snorted with malice. “I don’t believe they’d be cordial.”
“I am weary of this pathetic infatuation. Get a grip on yourself! Start acting like the man I raised you to be.”
Michael stood, no emotion visible. “Will that be all?”
“Rebecca is the best choice for you,” the Duke insisted.
“She certainly is.”
“You’ll never convince me otherwise.”
“I wouldn’t dream of trying.”
“Her money will solve all our problems.”
“Aren’t we lucky?”
Michael turned to depart, when the butler poked his nose in to announce that Phillip had arrived and was requesting an audience. In light of the Duke’s foul mood, snide, suave Phillip Sinclair was the very last person the Duke wanted to see.
“Tell him to go away,” the Duke snapped. “Tell him I’m out.”
“Master Sinclair said to inform you that he knows you’re here, and he’s quite adamant about speaking with you.”
“Oh, he is, is he?”
“Yes, and he also said to inform you that if you refuse to...”
Phillip took that moment to saunter past the butler, barging in as if he owned the accursed place.
“Good evening, Your Grace,” he stated. “I trust I’m not interrupting?”
“You bloody well are, you impertinent scapegrace, and you know it. Be gone—or I’ll have the footmen toss you out on your rear.”
“It’s marvelous to see you, too.” He went over and poured himself a brandy. “Hello, Michael. When did you get home?”
“A few days ago.”
“Is the wedding still on?”
The Duke answered for Michael. “Of course it’s still on. Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Because Michael will always be sorry,” Phillip replied.
“When I want your opinion, Phillip, I’ll ask for it. Now if you’ll excuse us...?”
“Where is Fanny Carrington?” Phillip ignored the Duke, his hot gaze locked on Michael’s.
“I haven’t a clue,” Michael responded.
“What have you two done with her?”
“She left”—Michael feigned nonchalance as to her plight—“and she didn’t enlighten me as to where she’s gone. Ask the Duke. He claims he doesn’t know where she is, but he’s probably lying.”
“Why did you leave London with her in August? Have you ruined her?”
Michael frowned. “I fail to see how my relationship with her is any of your business.”
“Really? Well, I’m thinking she’s one of my sisters, so that makes it my business. From what I’ve heard, she has no other male relatives, so I would be her champion in correcting any defamation.”
“Some champion you’d be,” Michael muttered, his raw temper flaring, and at the abrupt exchange, the Duke scowled.
Michael was angry at Rebecca and the Duke, but he was lashing out at everyone, with Phillip simply the latest person to feel the sting of his wrath. For some reason, Phillip seemed overly volatile, too, and with them both in a heightened state of excitement, Michael was deliberately baiting him, as if spoiling for a fight.
In the past, they’d spatted occasionally, had even come to blows once in a great while—as boys were wont to do—but that was when they were children. What on earth was the matter with them?
The Duke’s quarrel with Phillip’s father had been long and bitter. Perhaps the fathers’ feud was spilling over to the sons, and if so, the Duke was glad of it. He’d never have to see Phillip again.
“How horridly have you used her?” Phillip demanded. “I ought to know, so I can calculate the amount of compensation you owe her.”
“I guess you’ll need to sue me for a fortune,” Michael retorted, “but I won’t pay her a penny. She enjoyed it as much as I did.”
Before the Duke realized Phillip should be stopped, Phillip hauled off and hit Michael as hard as he could. Michael staggered to the side, knocking over a small table, and figurines flew to the floor with a loud crash.
Michael straightened, appearing urbane and unruffled, and he hurled the one insult he knew would incense Phillip even further.
“Bastard!”
Was he mad? Phillip moved to hit him again, and the Duke leapt into the fray, a hand on each chest pushing them apart.
“Boys! Boys!” he bellowed. “Desist! At once!”
Phillip stepped away, rubbing his knuckles while Michael rubbed his cheek. They were glaring as if they hated each other, as if they’d always hated each other, and for a frantic instant, the Duke wondered if he shouldn’t go locate that annoying Fanny Carrington and bring her back.
How could they proceed to the wedding with Michael behaving like a maniac? Who the hell cared if Michael kept Fanny Carrington as his mistress? Not the Duke, certainly. Rebecca was the only one who’d be displeased, but her feelings were of no consequence. Why not allow Michael his romance?
But as quickly as the thought whizzed by, he shoved it away. Fanny Carrington was a nuisance, and he’d never let her sink her claws into Michael again.
“What did you want, Phillip?” he inquired. “You had something to tell me, so spit it out, then go. As you can see, Michael isn’t himself, and we’re in no mood for company.”
Phillip studied Michael, then the Duke, then Michael again. He shook his head with disgust.
“Never mind. It’s a bad time. I’ll call on you some other day.”
“I doubt our situation will improve for several weeks,” the Duke admitted, “so you might as well speak your piece.”
“There’s no point. I’m sorry to have intruded.”
He whirled to stomp out, just as Anne hurried in.
“What is it now?” she fumed, her exasperation clear. “The butler fetched me. He said you and Michael were...”
On observing Phillip, she stumbled to a halt.
“What are you doing here?” Her question sounded like an accusation.
“I came to talk to your father.”
“About...me?”
“Yes.”
“I told you not to!” she hissed.
“I know you did,” Phillip replied, “but I didn’t say I’d listen.”
The Duke scrutinized the two of them. Though they were separated by many feet of space, sparks seemed to be shooting between them. Their attraction was blatant and undeniable.
When had this happened? How had this happened? How had he not noticed it fomenting?
“Whatever he said about us, Father,” Anne insisted, “it’s a lie.”
“I haven’t said a word,” Phillip interjected. “Yet.”
“But if he had spoken”—the Duke was rigid with fury—“what might he have told me?”
Anne was flummoxed, recognizing she’d given up the game when there’d been no need.
“Well...nothing. He’d have told you nothing at all. Isn’t that right, Phillip?”
She frowned at Phillip, flinging visual knives to keep him silent, but Phillip had never been a man to obey orders. It was one of the many things the Duke loathed about him.
“I want to marry her, Your Grace,” Phillip said. “I’m asking for her hand.”
The Duke had understood that a proposal was coming, but still, he couldn’t believe his ears.
“You what?”
“I want to marry her. I seek your blessing.”
“Are you insane?”
“No. I simply want to marry her. I always have.”
“How in God’s name could you have formed an opinion on the subject?”
“We’ve dallied enough for me to be sure.”
The Duke gasped. “You’ve been trifling her? Behind my back?”
“Yes.”
“Have you fucked her?” the Duke crudely inquired.
“As a matter of fact, I have. On several quite lurid occasions.”
Anne nearly swooned.
“You impudent, insolent, cheeky scoundrel!” the Duke raged.
“Should I take that as a no?” Phillip taunted.
“Get out of here,” the Duke commanded, but Phillip just stood there.
“She could be increasing already,” Phillip said, “with my son.”
“Get out! Get out!”
“If you try to hide her or marry her off to someone else, I’ll announce to the whole world that I had her first and the child is mine. So don’t even think about making her disappear.” He spun on his heel and went to the door. “I’ll drop by tomorrow, when I trust cooler heads will prevail. We’ll discuss it again. I’m not going away.”
“You wily, slimy bastard!” The Duke was shrieking, so incensed that he truly worried the top of his skull might blow off. “I had plans for her. I had men—rich men! titled men!—eager to join with my family over her. She was my pawn, the ace up my sleeve, and you’ve ruined everything! Everything!”
“How could that be?” Phillip said. “She has no dowry, remember? Who would want her besides me?”
“What?” Anne gasped.
“You have no fortune, Anne,” Phillip informed her. “The Duke squandered it years ago. Why do you suppose he’s never accepted any of your marriage offers? There’s no money in the bank, and he’s too embarrassed to say so.”
“That’s a lie!” Anne turned her beseeching eyes on the Duke. “Isn’t it a lie, Father?”
“Of course it is,” the Duke blustered.
Phillip scoffed. “I’ll have her anyway, Your Grace. Even if she’s poor as a church mouse.”
He continued out and as he passed by Anne, she seethed, “I’ll never forgive you for this as long as I live.”
“Forever is a long time,” Phillip advised, and he vanished.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“If you ever visit your mother again,” the Duke hissed, “you will be whipped and sent away forever. Do you understand me, boy?”
Thomas stared up at his grandfather. “Yes, sir.”
“If you ever speak with your Aunt Fanny again, you will be whipped and sent away forever.”
“Yes, sir,” he repeated.
“If you complain to your Uncle Michael about my rules, you will be whipped and sent away forever.”
“I won’t complain.”
“You had better not,” the Duke threatened. “You’ll be going away to school soon, and I’ve informed the headmaster about all the trouble you’ve caused. He has my permission to beat you whenever necessary. You will obey me, or you will suffer the consequences.”
At the notion of being sent away to school, Thomas was terrified. He had always done his schoolwork at the kitchen table, with Aunt Fanny. His new teachers might be grumpy old men who didn’t know how smart he was, and he’d have to sleep in a strange bed and reside in a strange place.
If he left London, how would Aunt Fanny ever find him again?
“Grandfather,” he said, “I don’t want to go away to school.”
“Your opinion is irrelevant, and your uncle is waiting for you in the foyer.” Thomas didn’t move, and the Duke waved to the door. “Out!”
Thomas walked out, hiding his dismay when he saw not only his uncle, but Lady Rebecca, too.
She and Michael were about to marry, but they were both so angry. After the ceremony, he would have to live with her, but he couldn’t imagine it. She didn’t like him, and she was cruel to him—as his mother had been cruel.
He had tried to tell Uncle Michael, but his uncle wouldn’t listen. Uncle Michael had hurt Fanny, had made Thomas leave her behind at his mother’s, but his mother hated Fanny. Bad things would happen to her there, and it would be all his uncle’s fault.
If Thomas was as rich and important as Uncle Michael had once claimed, why couldn’t he take care of Fanny? Why couldn’t she live with him? No one would explain. The few occasions he’d asked questions, the answers had been so short and so heated that he’d given up.
“There you are,” Michael said, smiling his fake smile.
Thomas didn’t smile back.
“Are you ready to go?”
“Yes.”
Michael stuck out his hand, expecting Thomas to clasp hold, but Thomas pretended not to see the gesture.
“Where have you been?” Lady Rebecca scolded.
“I’m sorry I’m late. I was talking to Grandfather.”
“A likely story.”
Thomas knew it was pointless to try to convince her. He stood, silent and miserable, as the butler helped him with his coat, then he followed Michael and Rebecca out into the cold, rainy afternoon. They climbed into the Duke’s coach.
He hadn’t been told where they were going, and he hoped it wasn’t Wainwright Manor. He didn’t want to be by himself in the big, lonely mansion. There were no children to play with, and none of the servants were kind.
The driver cracked the whip, and as the carriage lumbered away, he tried to get comfortable, but his new shirt rubbed his neck, and his new boots pinched his toes. He fidgeted against the seat.
“Sit still, Thomas!” Lady Rebecca snapped.
“Yes, Miss.”
“Don’t call me Miss! You know how you’re to address me.”
“Yes, milady.”
“Thomas!” she barked again. “Stop kicking your feet. It’s annoying.”
“Leave him be, Rebecca,” Uncle Michael said. “He’s fine.”
“He has to learn how to behave. I swear, from the way he acts, he must have been raised by wolves in a cave.”
I was not, Thomas said to himself. I was raised by my Aunt Fanny.
He was painfully aware that Fanny’s name wasn’t to be mentioned, and the restriction upset him very much. Why shouldn’t he be able to talk about her? Why shouldn’t he be able to say whatever he liked?
“Thomas, for pity’s sake!” Lady Rebecca protested. “Will you fuss the entire trip?”
“I’m not doing anything wrong,” he murmured.
“Don’t sass her,” Uncle Michael said. “Just be still—as she requested. I would like us to ride in peace.”
Tears welled into Thomas’s eyes, but he couldn’t bear to have them see, so he tugged on the curtain and gazed out at the street.
There were many people strolling by, and for the briefest moment, the crowd parted. A woman was watching the coach, and it seemed to be Fanny, but she looked so different that he wasn’t sure. Her hair was snarled, the rain matting it to her head. She was very sad, and she appeared fatter, her tummy having more of a bulge than he remembered.
He was desperate to call out, to find out if it was really her, but any comment would produce more scolding from Lady Rebecca.
What would Rebecca do if he leapt for the door and jumped out? He yearned to try it, but he didn’t. The footmen would simply grab him and bring him back, and then, he’d be in trouble.
He might even be punished, might get the thrashing his grandfather had threatened, and if Thomas was whipped, he would be so ashamed. If he was sent away, Fanny would never know where he was.
The woman was almost out of sight, and he wiggled his fingers so that if it was Fanny, she would realize that he’d seen her. The woman waved back, and he leaned out, deciding to call to her after all, when Lady Rebecca nagged, “Thomas! Lower the curtain. You’re letting in a draft.”
Thomas peered out again, but Fanny had vanished.
“Thomas!” Lady Rebecca shouted.
“Thomas,” Uncle Michael said, “just sit back, would you?”
Thomas relaxed against the squab, but he was very angry. He wanted to make them feel bad, wanted to make them sorry for the way they treated him
“I saw my Aunt Fanny,” he boldly stated, delighted with how they both stiffened on hearing her name. “She was standing on the corner when we drove by.”
Uncle Michael frowned. “I don’t think it could have been her, Thomas. It was probably someone who resembled her.”
Obviously, he didn’t believe Thomas, and his uncle wasn’t the least bit concerned that Fanny was out in such terrible weather. He didn’t so much as glance out the window.
“It was her,” Thomas insisted. “She waved at me.”
“With all this rain we’re having, it would be hard to tell for sure.”
Uncle Michael patted Thomas’s shoulder, then he yawned and shut his eyes.
“She’s getting fat,” Thomas pressed.
“It wasn’t her,” Lady Rebecca claimed.
“It was, too,” Thomas mumbled.
“She’s not even in London,” Lady Rebecca added.
“Yes, she is. I don’t care what you say.”
Lady Rebecca gasped with outrage. “Do you see what I put up with, Michael? Do you see? How long will you permit him to speak to me like that?”
“Thomas, please,” Uncle Michael said. “You know better than to carry on like this. Where are your manners? Apologize to Lady Rebecca.”
“I apologize,” Thomas grumbled, frustrated, furious, glaring at the floor.
It was, too, my Aunt Fanny, he said to himself. It was, and she will never stop loving me.

Fanny stood outside the gate of the Wainwright’s town house, glad she’d gotten to see Thomas one last time. He was dressed in expensive clothes, his hair slicked back, his boots polished to a shine. He’d looked stoic and resigned, and nothing like the happy, carefree boy she’d known.
Once previously, she’d planned to kidnap him and run away, but she never would. She had nowhere to take him, no way to keep him safe. The whole world seemed allied against her, and it was impossible to keep fighting. Despite her pure motives, she couldn’t win.
She’d lost every person she ever loved, had lost everything that was familiar and good in her life. She’d always tried to be honorable and decent, her only moral lapse being her grand passion with Michael Wainwright, and she didn’t understand why God was punishing her.
What had she ever done to deserve so much anguish?
Lord Henley and Lady Rebecca had been wrapped in heavy coats, as if embarking on a lengthy journey. Lady Rebecca had clutched Henley’s arm, and he appeared to be very comfortable with her. There was no evidence that a short while earlier, Fanny had been the very center of his existence.
As the carriage had passed, Thomas furtively gestured to her. Fanny did the same, then the vehicle rounded the corner and sped off.
Fanny went in the opposite direction, having nowhere to go. Over the prior week, she’d stayed at a charity mission, had slept on the floor, had been given an old cloak and one bowl of soup in the evenings, but she’d been asked to move on so other, more desperate women could take her place.
She was hungry and freezing and terrified over what catastrophe would befall her next. She’d been drifting from shop to shop, begging for a job, but she had quickly discovered that she wasn’t the only poor female trying to find work. Numerous offers had been extended, but none that involved gainful employment.
She had to save herself, but what should she do? No matter what she attempted, it ended in disaster, yet she had to keep on. She couldn’t give up.
A large mansion emerged in front of her, and she dragged to a halt, aware that it belonged to Lord Trent. Soon after being evicted from Camilla’s, she’d learned its location and had strolled by several times, but she hadn’t had the courage to walk up the drive and knock.
What was preventing her? A carriage was parked by the door, so apparently, someone was home.
Lady Rebecca had insisted that Trent never aided any of his natural children, but Fanny was beyond pride or vanity. If they turned her away, she’d be no worse off than before. They might even pity her and throw her a few coins.
She straightened her snarled hair, her grimy clothes, and had marched through the gate, when horses’ hooves clattered on the bricks behind her.
An older woman approached, her groom riding with her. She was perched on a fancy side-saddle, fashionably attired in blue velvet and white lace, a jaunty hat on her head. As she saw Fanny, she reined in, a furious gleam in her eye.
“You there!” she barked. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Fanny curtsied, doing her best to seem polite and meek. “I hope you’ll pardon me, milady, but I seek an audience with Lord Trent.”
The woman inhaled sharply. “You would dare?”
After whispering something to the groom, he helped her dismount, then she marched over, the heels of her boots clicking on the ground. She pointed with her riding crop, pushing at the hood on Fanny’s cloak to reveal her golden blond hair, then she grabbed Fanny’s arm and studied her wrist, verifying the presence of the same birthmark that had interested the Duke.
As if it were poison, she flung Fanny’s arm away.
“It’s obvious you’re one of them,” she said. “Who told you to come here?”
“No one.”
“Really?” She scoffed. “You pathetic vagabonds are all alike. What is it you want?”
“I just...just...want to talk to Lord Trent.”
“Well, I am Lady Trent, and you shall not. Not ever!”
“Oh...my...”
In Fanny’s ruminations, she’d focused on the fact that people claimed Lord Trent was her father. She had never paused to wonder if there was a Lady Trent. It was clear the woman suspected the reason for Fanny’s visit, and Fanny was mortified to have flaunted herself in such a horrid way.
“By your very existence,” Lady Trent seethed, “you insult me, yet you have the audacity to show up—without warning—on my stoop. Have you no manners? No shame?”
“Forgive me, milady.”
“Forgive you?”
“I shouldn’t have intruded. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
“You’re sorry! You parade yourself before me; you throw my husband’s infidelity in my face, and you suppose a mere apology will suffice? How dare you!”
She spun to her groom and ordered, “Get this illegitimate beggar out of my yard.”

Phillip sat in Charles’s parlor, staring at the walls and wondering what was taking his father so long to return home. He had errands to run, and he couldn’t continue to wait.
Charles was leaving for France in the morning, and Phillip had decided to go with him. Why not? What was there to keep him in London?
He was still reeling over his encounter with the Duke, and he couldn’t figure out why he bothered with the Wainwright family. Why did he put up with either Michael or Anne?
He had no idea.
Time and distance were the best remedies for what ailed him. He would travel to France for a few months, would drink and lounge and loaf with his father. Hopefully, when he came back to London, his absurd infatuation with Anne would have waned.
He walked to the sideboard and was pouring himself a brandy, when he heard a quarrel out in the drive. Frowning, he went to the window and peeked out.
Susan was berating a girl, towering over her as she delivered a vicious, cutting diatribe. Was it a servant? They were in full view of anyone passing by on the street. What could the girl have done that would warrant such a public reprimand?
He sighed with resignation, then headed outside. He didn’t care if Susan had every right to discipline her employees. It simply wasn’t in his nature to sit by while a female was abused.
As he approached the fracas, it was clear that Susan’s rage had been let loose, and the girl was bearing the brunt of Susan’s years of silent torment. Susan was trembling and appeared so distraught that he worried she might strike the girl with the riding crop she clutched in her hand.
Phillip hurried over, seized the crop and yanked it away. Susan whirled on him, eager to convey a tongue-lashing for his interfering, but when she saw it was he, she halted, looking greatly annoyed by his arrival.
“What is wrong with you?” he snapped.
“This is none of your affair,” she insisted. “Be gone. At once!”
“Calm yourself, and go in the house.”
“You will not order me about.”
“Won’t I?”
They engaged in a visual battle of wills that she quickly lost.
“My husband will hear about this,” she threatened.
“Please tell him all about it for me. I can’t wait to learn his opinion.”
As she realized her predicament, she scowled with consternation. Charles detested her and would never take her side, no matter the issue.
“I hate you,” she hurled, then she whipped away and stomped inside.
The groom was still lurking, and he had the nerve to glare at Phillip and say, “How dare you insult Lady Trent that way.”
“Shut your mouth!” Phillip stepped closer, intimidating with his size, with his position. “Speak to me with the respect I am due as your lord’s oldest son, or don’t speak to me at all.”
“Bloody bastard, I’ll be damned if I’ll...”
Phillip lifted him off his feet and tossed him toward the mews. He collapsed in a heap, then groaned in pain and scurried away. Phillip turned his attention to the woman.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
With trembling fingers, she pushed back her golden hair, and if he’d suddenly come face to face with the Blessed Virgin, he couldn’t have been more stunned.
“Miss Carrington?”
“Mr. Sinclair?”
“Where have you been? I went to Henley Hall to find you, but you had already left. I’ve been searching for you ever since.”
“Oh, my Lord, Mr. Sinclair. I’ve been having the worst time of it.” She clasped his arm, gripping it tightly as if she’d been drowning and he’d effected a rescue.
“Miss Carrington—Frances, Fanny—what are you doing here?”
She sighed with dismay. “It doesn’t matter now.”
Her clothes were filthy and torn, her condition disheveled. Her situation was every bit as wretched as it had been when he’d first met her in the Duke’s dining room so many months earlier. Obviously, she’d suffered even more calamities since that night.
Phillip gazed at her, at the house where Susan was grimly peering out the window. Miss Carrington would never be safe on her own, and he had to take a chance, had to toss the dice and see what numbers he rolled.
“Has someone told you that Lord Trent is your father? Is that why you’re here? Were you going to ask him for help?”
She studied him, not confused by his query. She knew precisely to what he referred.
“Well, my father,” he added, “is Lord Trent, which is why I’ve been looking for you.”
“But you scarcely know me. Why would you look for me?”
“Because if Trent is your father, then you are my sister.”
“You’re mad,” she breathed. “It can’t be true.”
“It is, Fanny. It really is.”
He extended his wrist, then he took hers, and he held them side by side, their identical birthmarks impossible to disregard.
After scrutinizing them, she frowned. “What does it mean?”
“It means that you’re coming home with me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“How did you come to be raised by Vicar Carrington?” Phillip inquired.
“My birth mother died shortly after I was born, and my grandparents left me at the church and asked him to find a home for me.”
“And he kept you himself?”
“He and his wife always wanted another child besides Camilla.”
“I can certainly understand why.” Phillip’s smile was grim. “I knew you were adopted. I knew it!”
He leaned across the breakfast table and patted her hand.
“Don’t worry,” he said, “everything will be all right now.”
“How can it be?”
“Our father will provide for you.”
“Why would he? I’ve never even met him.”
“It doesn’t matter. He owes you support. The amount won’t be enormous, but sufficient to see you settled. And you’re welcome to remain here with me for as long as you like. That way, you won’t have to establish your own household, and your funds will go farther.”
Fanny didn’t know if she’d accept his offer, but she was so overwhelmed to have someone be charitable, with no strings attached, that it was all she could do to keep from breaking down and blubbering like a baby.
“Why are you being so kind to me?”
“Because I could have ended up in dire straits like you, but my maternal grandparents took a firm stand over my father’s seduction of my mother. They kept me and reared me themselves.”
“You were lucky.”
“Yes, I was. However, many of our half-siblings were not. I help them when I can.”
“Are there many of us?”
“More than I care to admit.” He frowned at her plate. “You haven’t touched your food.”
“My stomach is upset.”
“After what you’ve been through, I’m not surprised.”
“I believe I’ll just drink some cocoa.”
She picked up her cup and forced down a few sips, hoping the searing liquid would suppress her morning sickness. With each passing minute, she was feeling more ill, but was valiantly trying to hide it.
After Phillip had fended off Lady Trent and her groom, he’d taken Fanny to his home in Mayfair. A matronly housekeeper, introduced as Mrs. Bailey, had put her to bed. In the morning, there’d been a hot bath and clothes to wear, a delicious breakfast and a new brother who was concerned about her, a new father she was nervous about approaching, and other half-siblings who might wish to befriend her.
Her head was spinning, and it all seemed like a fantastic dream. She was terrified that she would wake up to discover that none of it had been real.
“I’ve been wondering about something,” he said.
“What is that?”
“When you left Clarendon House last summer, with Michael Wainwright, did he take you to Henley Hall?”
“Not the Hall, precisely. To a smaller residence, out on the edge of the property.”
He was very quiet, and finally, he murmured, “Really?”
“Ah...he brought my nephew, Thomas, to stay with me.”
“Yes, I know about Thomas.”
“He’d been lonely at the mansion he inherited from his father, so Lord Henley let us live together for a few months.”
“That was kind of him.”
“Wasn’t it, though?”
“Then what happened? Why did you come back to London?”
“Lord Henley thought it was time for Thomas to return to Wainwright Manor. For school and...well...school.”
She made a vague gesture with her hand. She still couldn’t talk about what had transpired, couldn’t bear to discuss Michael or their affair.
“Why didn’t you simply go to Wainwright Manor with Thomas? Didn’t you want to be with him?”
“I might have enjoyed it,” she equivocated, “but I didn’t suppose I should interfere. Thomas is adjusting to his situation—with his suddenly being a Wainwright and all—and it was confusing to him that I had shown up.”
“Is that right?” He didn’t appear to be convinced.
“Yes.”
“I met Thomas. He seemed like a very smart boy who would have acclimated to whatever was thrown at him.”
“Yes, he’s quite smart.”
An image flashed, of Thomas getting into the coach with Lord Henley and Lady Rebecca, his furtive wave to Fanny, his apparent comprehension that he had to pretend he didn’t recognize her.
The memories crowded in on her, her heart pounding, the room very warm. She was perspiring, her nausea flaring. Through it all, Phillip kept watching her with his astute, vigilant green eyes.
“You didn’t mind when Lord Henley demanded you sever all ties with your nephew?”
“It wasn’t up to me. I’m not his mother.”
“Didn’t it seem wrong to you? Didn’t it seem cruel?”
“Well...yes, but I didn’t have any choice.”
“I know Michael—probably better than anyone. We’ve been friends since we were very young.”
“Have you?”
“I’m curious about your relationship with him. I’m surprised that he took you to his house in the country. I’m very familiar with that place; I’ve visited there before when he’s had female...guests.”
He was hinting that he was cognizant of the house’s purpose, that Henley would have escorted her there for only one reason—that being a sexual liaison—but she was too embarrassed to provide the information he sought.
“Would you excuse me?” she said. “I’m really beginning to feel unwell.”
“Of course.”
He rose, as she pushed back her chair and ran from the dining room. She raced up to her bedchamber and stumbled to the chamber pot, where she proceeded to vomit up every bit of the chocolate she’d managed to swallow. Then she fell into bed, and in seconds, she was asleep.
Much later, she roused to note that Mrs. Bailey had been in to clean up the mess, that she’d laid a cool cloth on Fanny’s forehead and covered her with a quilt.
Fanny stirred and was about to sit up, when she glanced over and saw that Phillip was seated in a chair next to her.
“Are you feeling better?” he queried.
“Yes,” she fibbed.
“I had a talk with Mrs. Bailey—after you dozed off. She’s had ten children. She’s very knowledgeable about feminine troubles.”
Fanny smiled wanly. “Is she?”
His cheeks flushed slightly. “I guess there’s no polite way to ask this so I’ll come right out and say it: How far along are you? Mrs. B figured it between three and four months.”
She stared up at the ceiling, too humiliated to speak.
Very gently, he inquired, “Is Michael Wainwright the father?”
She knew she should deny that she was increasing. She knew she should never name Lord Henley as the father, for once the damning words were uttered aloud, they could never be retracted.
Yet, she’d been holding in a terrible secret, and she was so desperate to confide in someone who would listen.
“Yes, he is,” she admitted. “He’s the father.”
“Did he...did he...force you?”
She recalled the first time, when she’d taunted him by claiming she’d had dozens of lovers, when she’d had only a virgin’s inkling of what he’d truly do.
Had it been force?
“No.”
“Does he know about the baby?”
“I never had a chance to tell him.”
He sighed and pulled his hand from hers, and he gazed at the floor, pondering, working it out in his head.
“Well,” he finally mused, “he certainly needs to be informed. Would you like me to notify him for you?”
She lurched to a sitting position. “Please don’t. I know it would be wrong to keep it a secret, but I’m afraid he’d take any baby from me, as he took Thomas from Camilla. I’ve lost everything I ever loved. I couldn’t bear it if I lost my child, too.”
He stared at the floor again, assessing the pattern in the rug. Ultimately, he stood, and he urged her to lie down, and he drew up the blankets.
“I want you to rest,” he said, “and don’t fret. You’ve been trying to figure things out on your own. You haven’t had anyone to speak for you or take your side.”
“It’s been so difficult.”
“You must allow me to handle this issue for you.”
“But you can’t tell him!” she insisted, panicked. “Promise me you won’t!”
“Michael Wainwright will never hurt you again,” he vowed. “He will never take your child. I swear it to you. I will not let him. As your brother, I swear it.”
He seemed impossibly regal, determined, and principled in his intentions, and she yearned to believe him. She would trust him, would seek his advice and accept his aid whenever he chose to render it.
“Now then,” he said, “Mrs. B is waiting in the hall. She’s dying to bring you some tea and toast. She claims it will settle your stomach.”
“That’s very sweet of her.”
“You’re to do whatever she suggests, then you’re to nap all afternoon.”
“Where will you be?”
“I have some...business that needs tending. I’ll check on you when I return.”
“You aren’t going to see Lord Henley, are you?”
“I wouldn’t dare anything without your permission.”
He placed his palm on her head, like a priest giving a benediction, and she felt better and more optimistic than she had in years.
Her eyelids drooped, and he tiptoed out.

Phillip marched down the stairs, quietly calling for his horse to be saddled, for his coat to be brought. He’d thought he was going to France with his father, but circumstances had certainly altered his plans.
He’d spent most of his life excusing Michael, ignoring his faults, looking the other way when he was being obnoxious. Michael had behaved very badly toward Fanny, and he had to take responsibility for his conduct, had to act as any other gentleman would.
Michael would do the honorable thing and marry Fanny, or he would answer to Phillip. He would not leave her alone and unwed, as his brother, John, had done with Camilla Carrington.
Michael would marry Fanny or else.
He was just donning his coat, when Anne entered from the rear of the house. After how she’d disavowed him to the Duke, Phillip was amazed that she had the temerity to show her face, and in light of his pending confrontation with Michael, it was the worst possible moment for her to have arrived.
She floated in, as gracious as ever, and she was smiling, still steeped in the fantasy she’d concocted where she presumed they could trifle forever without penalty. The woman was mad as a hatter.
“You’re not angry with me, are you?” she asked. “I’ve been sick over our quarrel yesterday. The Duke was such a beast. I told you he would be.”
She moved as if to snuggle herself to him, but he stepped away, and a whisper of worry sneaked into her expression.
“What are you doing here, Anne? I can’t have you stopping by without an invitation.”
She glanced at the stairs, apparently hoping they’d go up to his room.
“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You know it’s difficult for me to get away. I have to drop by whenever I can manage it, or I won’t be able to see you at all.”
“I might have someone else visiting me. It would be awkward.”
He hated to be unkind, but he had to shatter the dream world she’d constructed. Her presence pained him too grievously, and he didn’t want her to ever come back. He couldn’t bear it.
“Someone...else,” she mused, studying him. “You mean a...a...another woman?”
“Yes.”
“But I thought you were...we were...”
He shielded any hint of the affection he’d always felt for her. He had tamped down that fire, and soon, it would be extinguished altogether.
“I am my father’s son, Anne,” he gently reminded her. “I have many lovers; you know that about me. It’s hardly a secret.”
She was very hurt by the blunt remark, which dismayed him, but he forced away the wave of sympathy that tried to bubble to the surface. He’d offered her a new life, had offered her passion and friendship and even marriage, but she’d tossed them back in his face.
He wouldn’t offer again.
“You’re aware of what a rake I can be,” he continued, “although I must admit that I differ from my father in that I’m usually diligent about not siring any unwanted children. I apologize for my carelessness with you.” He shrugged, praying to God she wasn’t pregnant. “I’ve been a tad reckless in our copulation, but you’ll notify me if there are any...consequences, won’t you? We’ll confer and see what can be arranged.”
“Consequences,” she mumbled, and she scowled. “Why are you behaving like this?”
Fortunately, he was precluded from responding, because Fanny appeared at the top of the stairs. She started down, then halted, not sure if she should interrupt.
“Why are you out of bed?” he asked, smiling at her. “You’re supposed to be taking a nap.”
“I’m sorry,” she replied, “I didn’t realize you had company.”
Anne peered up, and she was pale as a ghost, her astonished gaze indicating that she was positive she was observing one of his paramours. Phillip wondered if she might faint.
“Anne,” Phillip said, “you remember my sister, don’t you? Miss Carrington?”
“Your...sister?”
“Yes. We’ve discovered that she is a sibling.”
“Oh...”
“Did you need something, Fanny?” Phillip inquired.
“Nothing important. I’ll speak with you later.”
She flitted off, and Anne was silent until Fanny’s footsteps faded, then she queried, “Why is she here?”
“Because your father and brother have been extremely cruel to her, so she’s living under my protection, and they will have to answer to me.”
“What have they done that was so awful?”
“Besides leaving her destitute, starving, homeless, and ruined? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must be going, and I simply can’t have you stopping by in the future.”
“How can you say that? How can you want that?”
“We had a brief fling, Anne, but it’s over. I’ve proposed to you several times, but you won’t have me. You’ve been very clear.”
“But I don’t want our affair to end.”
“Well, I do.” He took her hands in his and squeezed tight. “I love you, Anne. I love you more than life itself, but you don’t love me back.”
“I do love you!” she insisted. “I do!”
He thought she probably meant it. In her convoluted, snobbish world, where displays of genuine emotion were frowned upon, she’d view her tepid involvement as proof of strong sentiment.
He sighed, feeling very sorry for her. What would become of her? What sort of existence would she have from this point on?
Sadly, it was no longer any of his concern.
“Anne, I want more than you can give me, and I’m not willing to settle for half a relationship. I won’t sneak around behind your father’s back, as if we were a pair of guilty adolescents.”
“I can’t marry you,” she said, her frustration evident. “You heard the Duke; he won’t give us his permission. You’re asking me to choose you or him, and I can’t.”
“I realize that, which is why I’m severing our liaison. I was hoping to wed you, but I’m not a fool. I won’t pine away for what will never be.” He drew away from her and went to the door, eager to be off to his meeting with her brother. “You need to go home now, and please don’t return.”
“You can’t be serious.” She looked shocked and stricken. “These interludes with you are the only thing that brings me any joy.”
“I know that they are, but they have to end. If you call on me again, the servants will have been instructed not to let you in.”
“Phillip! Don’t do this to me!”
“I have to, Anne. It’s for the best.”
“Phillip!”
He was torn by her wounded expression, by her visible anguish, and before he could relent, before he could change his mind, he hurried out the door, leapt onto his horse, and trotted away.

“Mr. Sinclair to see you, Lord Henley,” the butler said. “Will you speak with him?”
“Why not?”
Michael poured himself a brandy and drank it down in a swift gulp. He poured another and drank that, too, then he trudged to the sofa and slumped down.
In four days, he’d be married, but it seemed like a dream—or perhaps a nightmare.
He understood why Rebecca had come to fetch him to London, why the Duke had sent her, but he couldn’t quit thinking about Fanny. What if he never got over losing her?
The butler announced Phillip, then closed the door, sequestering them in the quiet parlor. Michael stared at his old friend, the bruise on Michael’s cheek still black and blue from when Phillip had punched him.
Phillip was angry about Anne’s refusal of marriage, angry about the Duke’s insults, but Michael didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything. Absolute detachment was the only way he could keep moving forward.
Phillip marched over, and he studied Michael’s slovenly dishabille, his inebriated condition.
“Stand up,” Phillip ordered.
“Marvelous to see you, too, Phillip.”
“Stand the hell up!” he hissed.
“Fuck you.”
Phillip reached down, grabbed Michael by his shirt, and yanked him to his feet. Michael batted him away, curious if they’d come to blows again, when there wasn’t a single issue worth brawling over. He just wanted to be left in peace.
“As you’re no doubt aware,” Phillip said, “Frances Carrington is my sister.”
The declaration only underscored how wrong Michael had been to involve himself with her, but he gleaned no satisfaction from the discovery. He struggled not to let his dismay show.
“Really? How wonderful for you both.”
“I am here on her behalf. What defense have you to raise with me?”
“For what transgression?”
“I have loved you like a brother,” Phillip insisted, “but I have hated you like a brother, too. Because I have been fond of you, I will give you one chance to explain yourself.”
“I have no idea what you mean. Go away. You’re annoying me.”
“When your fiancée drove Fanny from your whore’s house in the country, Fanny had nowhere to go but her sister’s den of iniquity in London. You forced her from one brothel to another.”
“A brothel! For pity’s sake, Phillip. You’re being melodramatic.”
“She was alone and afraid and cast on the winds of fate—for the second time—due to your many cruelties.”
“I begged her to let me make arrangements for her after I wed. She chose not to accept any assistance, and she vanished, leaving no trace of where she went or how I could find her. What was I supposed to do?”
“Her sister kicked her out,” Phillip bluntly stated. “She’s been living on the streets.”
Michael’s heart skipped several beats. He couldn’t bear to imagine that Fanny had been in such an awful situation, couldn’t bear to admit that he’d caused her even more harm.
“She has not. You’re lying.”
“I’m not,” Phillip asserted, “and I am here because you see: Fanny is increasing.”
Birds in the trees quit singing. Cart wheels stopped rolling. Clocks ceased to tick.
“What did you say?”
“Fanny is pregnant, and she has named you as the father.”
“That can’t be true.”
Michael frowned, stunned that he’d voiced such a despicable remark. Why had he? The denial had slipped out before he could bite it down.
Phillip grew very still, as if he were a hawk that had just sighted his prey.
“Are you calling Fanny a liar?” Phillip’s tone was very grave, very solemn. “To my face, Michael?”
Michael was too shocked and ashamed to respond. His pulse was pounding, his knees weak, and he staggered as if Phillip had delivered another physical blow.
Fanny! Having his child! What if it was a boy? What if she gave birth to his first-born son?
Michael would never see the baby, would never be with her as she lovingly raised him. He wanted to rage, he wanted to weep, he wanted to kill someone with his bare hands.
“I have nothing further to say,” Michael pathetically declared, “except that I’m sorry. For everything.”
“Will you marry her? Will you rectify the damage you have done?”
“Don’t be absurd. I’m marrying Rebecca in four days, and you know it.”
“Will you renounce Rebecca? Will you wed my sister instead? Will you give your name to the child you’ve sired with her?”
“Of course I won’t. I can’t. Your father’s mischief with the Duke has sealed my fate.”
“Is that your final reply?”
“Yes.”
“Then you leave me no alternative.”
Before Michael recognized what Phillip intended, Phillip retrieved a leather glove from his coat and slapped Michael across the cheek with it.
“I’ll meet you at dawn,” Phillip said, “at Marley Field. I prefer pistols, but if you’d rather have swords, so be it.”
“Pistols? Swords? Have you gone stark raving mad? I won’t duel over her.”
Phillip kept on as if Michael hadn’t spoken. “I will have my seconds contact you to arrange the details. We can use my father’s surgeon.”
“Listen to me, Phillip: I won’t do this.”
“And why won’t you? If you’re about to say that she’s not worth it, I’ll kill you where you stand.”
Michael cringed, feeling petty and foolish and disgraced. “I wouldn’t say anything of the sort, but I won’t fight over her. Neither of us can win such a battle.”
Phillip stepped in so that they were toe to toe, fury wafting off him in waves.
“I will wait a half hour for you to arrive. If you don’t, I will return to town and proceed directly to Rebecca’s. I shall inform her that your ex-mistress is increasing. I imagine the news will bring an interesting twist to your matrimonial celebrations.”
“She knows all about Fanny,” Michael bluffed. “She won’t be surprised in the least.”
“Then I shall visit every club in London. I will tell every man I see that you have ruined my sister and you are too spineless to give me the satisfaction I am due.”
“Be careful what you say,” Michael seethed, his own temper flaring at having his character maligned. “Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.”
“I’ll see you at dawn,” Phillip retorted with a frightening inevitability. “At Marley Field. Don’t be late.”
He nodded with a grim resolve, then he spun and left. Michael lurched to the sofa and sank down.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The instant her carriage rattled to a halt, Rebecca leapt to the ground and raced up the Duke’s front steps. Though it was five o’clock on an icy winter morning, a lamp glowed in the window, and smoke billowed from a chimney. Someone would be awake to answer her summons.
She hadn’t been home yet, was still attired in her ball gown and wrapped in a heavy sable cloak. The prior night had been a humiliating round of solitary appearances at various fêtes, as she’d smile and voiced excuses for Michael’s absence.
No one believed her lies, but she didn’t care. In forty-eight hours, it would be her wedding day, and she was determined to get there, if she had to drag Michael to the altar kicking and screaming.
She banged on the door, shouting for help, and shortly, a sleepy footman poked his head out. Pushing past him, she hustled into the foyer.
“Is Lord Henley here?”
“He’s abed, Lady Rebecca.”
“Go check to be certain. Hurry!”
The young man was agog, terrified at the notion of entering the viscount’s bedchamber. “I really couldn’t, milady.”
“Oh for pity’s sake,” she groaned. “How about the Duke? Rouse him for me. At once!”
“I wouldn’t dare.”
She began hollering, “Your Grace! Your Grace! It’s Rebecca Talbot! I must speak with you!”
A housemaid rushed toward them, wondering at the racket.
“Will you fetch the Duke for me?” Rebecca asked her, and she pointed at the footman. “This idiot insists he can’t.”
The girl stood, dithering with dismay when, to Rebecca’s surprise, footsteps sounded on the stairs. She glanced up to see Michael coming down.
He was dressed for the freezing weather, in wool trousers and boots, a warm coat and hat, and he carried a small case that she prayed didn’t contain dueling pistols.
“What are you doing here, Rebecca?” he inquired as he marched down.
“So the rumor is true.”
“And what rumor is that?”
“You’re fighting a duel at dawn. With Phillip Sinclair.”
He neither confirmed nor denied the accusation, but spun to the footman and ordered his horse saddled. The boy scurried away to convey the message to the stables, then Michael strolled to the window and stared out at the dark sky, watching for the animal to arrive.
Rebecca went over to him and laid her hand on his arm.
“You can’t do this. You can’t! I won’t let you.”
He peered over at her, his eyes looking cold and dead. “Is there some reason you think this is any of your business?”
“We’re marrying in two days! After all you’ve put me through, you will not kill yourself right before the ceremony!”
He took hold of her hand and tossed it away.
“Since we returned from the country, I haven’t been in the mood to have this discussion, but it appears there’s no hope for it. Hear me and hear me well, Lady Rebecca: You will not harangue at me over my personal affairs. You will not command me. You will not interfere in anything I choose to do. Am I making myself clear?”
“I’m told this is about Miss Carrington.”
He ignored her question and stared out the window again.
“You will not fight over her,” Rebecca declared. “She swore to me that she would end your liaison, and she has. Her presence in our life is severed. I will not let you shame me like this. Not over her. Not when we’re about to wed.”
He whipped around. “Be silent!”
Tears filled her eyes. How had everything gone so wrong? She’d just wanted to marry a Duke’s heir, had just wanted to be a duchess.
She felt as if she were adrift in the ocean with no anchor and no tiller. Her father was completely incompetent, and she had no other male relatives who could compel Michael to conduct himself as he ought.
She ran to the stairs and started up, calling, “Your Grace! Your Grace!”
Not sure where the master suite was located, she continued up, and on the third floor, a footman entered the hall and blocked her way.
“Begging your pardon, Lady Rebecca, but it’s rather early. May I help you?”
“Your Grace!” she shouted again. “Clarendon! Where are you? I need you!”
She was rewarded by a door opening, and the Duke stomped out, belting his robe.
“For God’s sake, Rebecca, what is all this caterwauling? Can’t a man sleep in peace in his own bed?”
“Phillip Sinclair has challenged Michael to a duel. It’s to be pistols at dawn.”
“Michael’s cheek is still blackened from their last quarrel. What the hell could they be arguing about now?”
“The gossips claim it’s Fanny Carrington.”
“Fanny...Car...agh!”
The Duke cut off, as if strangling on the woman’s name. He dashed for the stairs as Anne emerged from her bedchamber in her nightclothes.
“What is it?” Anne inquired. “What’s happening?”
“It’s Michael and Phillip Sinclair,” Rebecca explained. “They’re going to duel.”
Anne gasped. “No!”
“Michael is downstairs,” Rebecca was saying, “waiting for his horse. You’ve got to stop him!”
The Duke tromped into the foyer just as Michael reached for the door.
“Michael!” he snapped, halting him.
“Good morning, Your Grace. I apologize for my fiancée forcing you to awaken at such an ungodly hour.”
The Duke stumbled over, anxiously studying the case Michael was carrying. For once, he seemed at a loss for words.
“Michael,” he said, “...son...whatever’s occurred, whatever’s upset you, let’s go into the parlor and talk about it.”
“I’m late as it is.”
“Son, please! Listen to me.”
“Goodbye.” Michael stepped out into the dark, frigid air.
There was such a finality in his farewell, such a jarring inevitability, that a frisson of fear slithered down Rebecca’s spine. She had the most horrid premonition that he was deliberately planning to get himself killed.
He didn’t want to live; she was certain of it. Since they’d come back from the country, he’d been so unhappy. He was about to let Phillip Sinclair murder him!
Even if he survived the debacle, how would they interact with her knowing how desperately he loved another woman? Had any marriage in history ever commenced on such a pathetic note?
The Duke hurried out after him, and he raced over and grabbed Michael’s arm, trying to prevent him from mounting his horse.
“Michael,” he soothed, his voice wheedling and cajoling, “this is madness. You must calm yourself. You can’t do this reckless thing. I won’t allow it.”
“He won’t kill me, Your Grace. Don’t worry. I won’t give him the chance.”
“And what is your other option? You’ll kill him instead? Michael...you’re distraught. You’re making bad decisions.”
“Actually, I’ve never been more clear.”
“And why is that? Why don’t you come inside and tell me. If it’s about Miss Carrington, we’ll discuss her and resolve the matter. She wouldn’t want all this...this...drama on her behalf. I’m sure of it.”
“You have no idea what she might want.”
Michael pushed his father away and leapt onto his horse. With a kick of his heels, the animal jumped into a canter, and Michael disappeared.
The eastern sky was beginning to brighten.
Rebecca, Anne, and the Duke stood there, gaping after him, then the Duke shook off his stupor and stormed inside.
He was rubbing his forehead, barking orders to the hovering servants. “Lay out my clothes! Have a horse saddled! Send for the constable! My solicitors! A surgeon!”
He glared at Rebecca, bellowing, “Where is it being held?”
“I don’t know.”
“There are only three likely spots where they’d be. We’ll have to check them all.”
“I’ll go to Phillip’s house,” Anne offered. “His servants can probably tell me.”
“Yes, yes, that’s a good idea,” the Duke muttered, and he vowed, “If anything happens to him, I will have Fanny Carrington hanged.”

Fanny awoke to the sound of Mrs. Bailey tiptoeing in. The older woman was in her nightgown and mobcap, clutching a candle.
Fanny lurched up. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Master Phillip, I’m afraid.”
“Is he ill? Is he hurt?”
“There’s been some...trouble. Lady Anne Wainwright is here. Will you see her?”
“Yes, yes.”
Fanny threw off the covers, grabbed her robe, and flew down the stairs to where Anne waited in the vestibule.
“Lady Anne, what is it?” Fanny was breathless, trembling.
“Phillip and Michael have had a terrible quarrel.”
“About what?”
“About you.”
“Me!” Fanny gasped, shocked to her very core.
“Yes, and there’s to be a duel.”
“A duel! Why?”
“Phillip is angry about how Michael treated you when you were...his...” Lady Anne couldn’t politely describe Fanny’s affair with Michael. She settled for, “...when you were in the country with him.”
Fanny frowned. “But I asked Phillip not to do anything about it. He swore he wouldn’t.”
“Apparently, he was lying.”
“Ooh, that impetuous fool!” Fanny’s temper sparked. Men! “I don’t want this from them! I don’t want them fighting over me!”
“One of Phillip’s footmen knew the location where it’s being held. It’s not far. Would you come with me? Would you try to stop them?”
“Yes, yes, of course. Let me...let me...”
She turned and sprinted to her room to find that the competent Mrs. Bailey had already retrieved her simplest dress, a warm cloak, gloves and boots. In a few minutes, Fanny raced down again.
“I have a horse for you,” Lady Anne explained. “Can you ride?”
“Not very well, but I’ll make do.”
They sped outside, mounted, and trotted away, with Fanny whispering a prayer that they would arrive in time.

Anne was an experienced horsewoman who’d been raised in the saddle, and if she’d been by herself, she’d have galloped to Marley Field, but Miss Carrington could barely stay seated. When she’d said she didn’t ride well, she had to have meant she didn’t ride at all.
The precious seconds ticked by in slow motion, the sky growing lighter and lighter. Finally, Anne saw the low stretch along the river, saw the thick trees and foliage that shielded the spot from the road. They followed the trail through the woods and emerged into the clearing. A small group of men were clustered on the other side.
Michael and Phillip were standing back-to-back. Someone called out instructions, and they started walking in opposite directions, counting out the paces.
“There they are,” Anne shouted over her shoulder to Miss Carrington.
“I can’t believe this!” Miss Carrington muttered, and she dug her heels into the horse’s belly. It pitched forward, its rider holding on for dear life.
Another command was issued, and Michael and Phillip swung around, pistols aimed, as Miss Carrington screamed, “No! Michael, no!”
Before her words could echo across the glen, a shot was fired, and the loud noise frightened her horse. The animal shied with alarm, and there was no hope of Miss Carrington remaining in the saddle.
She was tossed to the ground and landed with a hard thump, her head smacking the dirt. The animal skittered away, leaving Miss Carrington in the grass, not moving, pale as death.
“Oh my God. Oh my God,” Anne murmured over and over, as she leapt down and knelt beside Miss Carrington. She clasped her hand, patting it, talking to her.
“Miss Carrington...Frances...can you hear me? Can you hear me?”
Phillip rushed up and fell to his knees, too, and Anne’s heart pounded as she noted that his shirt was torn and the sleeve was soaked with blood.
“Fanny!” he cried, and he focused his accusing gaze on Anne. “What happened to her?”
“Her horse shied when the pistol fired.”
“What is she doing here?”
Michael ran up, and on seeing Fanny, he looked stricken.
“Fanny! Fanny!”
He rested a comforting hand on her thigh, but Phillip smacked it away, their animosity not quelled.
“Get away from her.”
“No,” Michael protested. “She’d want me to help her. She’d want me to be the one to...”
“Haven’t you done enough?” Phillip bellowed. “Get away!”
Phillip picked her up and struggled to his feet, Fanny cradled to his chest. He staggered to his carriage, his balance unsteady, but whether it was from Fanny’s weight or his own injury, Anne couldn’t tell.
Anne rose, feeling as if she’d aged a hundred years. Michael watched in agony, as Phillip carried Fanny away, and Anne’s fury soared.
“Are you happy now?” she asked. “Are you proud of yourself?”
“I...I...love her,” Michael ridiculously declared.
“Rebecca is waiting for you at home. I suggest you hurry there and make your apologies. After this farce, you’ll be lucky if she’ll still have you.”
The others were silent, embarrassed. They were men she’d known her entire life, men who’d been friends with Michael and Phillip since they were boys. Dueling was illegal, and the Duke would have to bribe and entice to keep all of them from being arrested.
“How dare you allow this!” She flashed a scathing glare across the group. “How dare you assist them! I’ll remember everyone who participated! You’ll be hearing from my father and from the Earl of Trent. You’re fortunate no one was killed, and you’d all better pray that Miss Carrington recovers.”
With the stress of the moment having abated, she felt as if she might burst into tears, and she couldn’t bear to have any of them to see. She spun and raced after Phillip who was laying Miss Carrington on the seat in his carriage.
“Phillip!” she said as she dashed up. “Has she regained consciousness?”
”No.” He was trembling with anger. “What were you thinking, bringing her here?”
“She didn’t want you to quarrel over her. She was desperate to stop you.”
“If she dies, I swear to God, I’ll drag your brother back here and finish what I started.”
He whipped away and climbed into the coach, and it seemed wrong for him to depart without her. The tears that had threatened splashed down her cheeks, and she reached out to him.
“Your arm, Phillip. You’re bleeding.”
“Go away.”
“Let me come with you,” she implored. “Let me tend your wound.”
“Tend my wound?” he scoffed. “For pity’s sake, go away! Leave me in peace.”
“Phillip, please,” she begged.
He ignored her, rapping on the roof to signal his driver. A footman slammed the door in her face. His outriders jumped on board, and the coach rolled away, moving faster and faster, and in a matter of seconds, it vanished into the trees.

“Master Phillip?”
“Yes, Mrs. Bailey? What is it?”
“She’s finally awake, and she appears to be all right—except for a fierce headache.”
“Good. And the baby?”
“Should be fine.”
Phillip breathed a sigh of relief. On the trip home from Marley Field, he’d been so afraid that she might miscarry.
The stitched gash on his arm throbbed like the dickens, and he downed a glass of brandy to blunt the pain. Mrs. Bailey waited for instructions, but he was so bereft, he simply had nothing to tell her.
Ultimately, he glanced up and said, “My thanks to you. It’s been a terrible day. You’re excused. I won’t need you further this evening.”
“Would you like me to sit with her?” Mrs. Bailey offered.
“No, I’ll do it.”
“But if I may say, sir, you’re in a sad state yourself. The doctor left you some laudanum. You should drink it, then take to your bed.”
“Don’t worry about me. You go on.”
She dawdled, looking as if she might protest, then she tiptoed away.
He stood and trudged toward the stairs, and as he entered the foyer, there was a knock on the door. His butler was hovering, a question in his eye as to whether he should answer. As rumors of the duel had spread, there’d been a constant stream of visitors, but they’d all been turned away with no comment.
It was very late, and Phillip wondered who would still be curious enough to inquire. Pathetically, he wished for it to be his contemptible father, even though he knew Charles had sailed for France at first light.
He nodded, and the butler peeked out.
To Phillip’s amazement, Michael was standing there, and Phillip was stunned by the man’s audacity.
Phillip had assumed the tedious hours—of having his wound sewn and wrapped, of fretting over Fanny’s condition—would have quashed his fury, but apparently not. He was still so enraged that if he’d been holding his gun, he’d have raised it and shot Michael through the center of his black heart.
“What do you want now?’ Phillip seethed.
Michael acted as if he might step inside, and Phillip stormed over and blocked the threshold so he couldn’t.
“Are you all right?” Michael actually seemed concerned. “I had to check.”
“I’m just dandy. Now get the hell out of my house.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
“Go away!”
“I’ll be sorry until the day I die,” he contended.
Phillip peered over at his butler. “My pistol is on my desk in the library. It’s still loaded. Would you fetch it for me?”
“Phillip!” Michael exclaimed, exasperated.
Phillip glared at him. “If you’re here when he gets back, I’ll kill you.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“Go now, so I don’t have to show you that I most certainly do.”
“May I see Fanny?”
“No, you may not.”
“Would you at least advise her that I’m here?”
“No.”
“I want to talk to her.”
“Well, she doesn’t want to talk to you.”
“I don’t believe you. Let me ask her myself. If she tells me the same, I swear I’ll go and never return. But I have to hear it from her own lips.”
“She’s not receiving guests. Especially you.”
“Is she conscious? Is she...”
“The baby’s fine—if that’s what you’re trying to learn.”
“Oh...” Michael breathed. “I’m so glad.
“But don’t worry. I’m taking her away from London, so you’re free, Michael. Free to marry with impunity. Free to forget all about her.”
“I’ve decided to set up a trust fund for the baby. I want to do the right thing. I want to be sure their situation is stable.”
At Michael’s clueless pomposity, Phillip was aghast.
“A trust fund? That’s your idea of doing the right thing?”
“Yes.”
“You think you can buy away your misconduct?”
“I loved her,” Michael insisted. “I loved her, but I never told her until it was too late.”
The butler was marching down the hall, the pistol on a tray, and when Phillip had threatened to shoot Michael, he hadn’t been joking. He really thought he might.
“Get off my stoop,” he said, “and don’t ever come back.”
He shut the door and spun the key in the lock.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Anne stared at the bedchamber she’d occupied for most of her twenty-five years.
The shelves and drawers were crammed full of her favorite things. An old doll. Her mother’s hair brush. A cameo necklace that had been a gift from her brother John.
She’d always assumed her paltry chattels meant so much to her, that they were the foundations of who she was, so she was extremely surprised at how easy it was to leave everything behind.
She hoped that, eventually, she’d be able to send for it all, that she would reconcile with her father and he would give her her belongings, but she wasn’t counting on it. The Duke was a vindictive man. Very likely, she’d never see him or her possessions again.
The maid fastened the buckles on the traveling trunk Anne had packed. She hadn’t been sure of what to take, so she’d selected what seemed most useful: day dresses, warm shawls, a heavy coat. She felt as if she was perched on a cliff, about to jump over the edge, and any landing was likely.
If she wound up living on the streets, at least she’d have some comfortable shoes to wear.
“Will that be all, milady?” the maid asked.
“Please check on the hackney I requested, to see if it’s arrived. Have one of the footmen carry the trunk down and load it.”
The girl curtsied and hurried out, and Anne gazed around a final time.
“Farewell, old room,” she murmured to herself. “Farewell old life.”
She thought of all the years she’d squandered, waiting to marry, only to learn that she had no dowry. Fleetingly, she wondered what else the Duke had frittered away. Who else, besides herself, had been depending on him, had believed his lies? How many other dreams had he destroyed?
She walked out and headed down to the library where her father was ranting. His rage over the duel still hadn’t abated, and Anne had heard enough cursing to fill a barrel. She was so glad she didn’t have to waste another second on him.
“For bloody sake,” he was shrieking at Michael as she entered. “I have ten lawyers scurrying about London to keep you from being arrested! Do you know what the jails are like in this country? Well, I do! I’m one of the men who decides what’s spent on them—which is nothing! They’re hellholes. Is that where you want to end up? Are you insane? Is that your problem?”
“Father,” she interrupted, but he ignored her.
“Perhaps that is your problem. Perhaps you are insane. Maybe I should have you committed to Bedlam. It would serve you right.”
Michael yawned.
“Father,” she tried again.
He whipped around. “What, Anne? What?”
“I just stopped to say goodbye.”
“Well good-bloody-bye to you, too. Can’t you see we’re talking? Can’t you see we’re busy?”
“Yes, I can, but goodbye anyway.”
As she turned to go, she was amazed to note that she wasn’t nostalgic at all. The only emotion she felt was relief. She couldn’t wait to step outside into the fresh air.
The finality in her tone must have caught the Duke’s attention, because as she reached the door, he barked, “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
“I told you: I’m leaving.”
The maid peeked in. “Your hackney is here, milady. Your trunk is loaded.”
“Your trunk!” the Duke snapped. “Just a damned minute...”
He marched over, shooing out the maid.
“Tell me what this is about,” he demanded, “and make it fast. I have one child who’s gone stark-raving mad”—he pointed at Michael—“and I don’t have the patience to deal with another.”
“I don’t wish to live here any longer, so I’m moving out.”
“You are not,” he scoffed,” and I won’t have you pestering me with your nonsense.”
“No, Father. Not this time. I’m leaving, and I’m never coming back.”
He studied her as if he were a scientist and she a curious bug.
“What did you say?”
“I’m moving out. I’ll be at Phillip’s, where I intend to beg him to marry me. If he throws me out—which is a distinct possibility—then I haven’t a clue where I’ll be. I’ll let you know.”
“You’ll let me know? You’ll let me know?” He was shrieking again, his voice raising an octave or two. “I forbid it! Do you hear me! I forbid it!”
“Yes, I hear you. The whole house hears you, and we’re all tired of listening.”
She peered over at Michael. They hadn’t spoken since the duel, since he’d shot her great love—and could have killed him. She had no idea if he felt any remorse, and she didn’t care enough to inquire.
“I hope someday,” she began, “that you’ll recognize how shameless you are. I hope someday you’ll regret how you’ve always treated Phillip, how you ruined Miss Carrington like the worst sort of cad, but I won’t hold my breath. I’m not coming to your wedding, so make my apologies to Rebecca.”
She started out, then stopped. “Oh, and by the way, while you’re sitting here, basking in Father’s glow, you should be aware that he knew about Thomas—probably from the moment he was born. When Thomas and the Carringtons were in dire straits and they wrote to John, pleading for assistance, Father intervened somehow. I’m fairly sure that John never knew Miss Carrington had tried to contact him.”
“That’s a lie,” the Duke claimed, without much conviction.
A dangerous light flared in Michael’s eyes, but it was quickly snuffed out.
She left, a stunned silence in her wake. She’d never stood up to either of them before, and she was positive that—once the shock wore off—they’d snicker and wager over how soon she’d slink home. What they didn’t understand was that she would never return.
When she’d seen Phillip, kneeling in the dirt with Fanny Carrington, his shirt caked with blood, his expression ragged with grief, she’d had the most remarkable insight: She’d made all the wrong choices.
She was weary of her father, and she loved Phillip. If he’d let her, she would build a new life with him.
With unshakable resolve, she hurried out and climbed in the hackney, and shortly, she was at Phillip’s. The driver helped her down.
“Bring my trunk inside,” she said, “and no matter what the servants say, leave it in the foyer.”
She gave him his fare, plus a generous tip, then she went over and entered without knocking. The driver followed her in, dropping her luggage with a heavy thud, and a maid ran down the hall to check on the noise.
“Lady Anne?” The woman gulped with dismay. “What are you doing here?”
“Would you fetch Mr. Sinclair for me?” The maid looked panic-stricken, and Anne added, “I realize that you have orders not to let me in, but don’t worry. I’ll take all the blame. Go get him, would you?”
The maid raced off, and Anne took a deep breath, steeling herself for the pending confrontation. Despite how he raged, despite how hard he tried to toss her out, she wouldn’t be intimidated and she wouldn’t depart.
She removed her cloak and hung it on the rack in the corner, tugged off her gloves and laid them on a chair as if they belonged there.
A footman came by, one who—apparently—hadn’t heard the edict about keeping her out. When she advised him to carry her trunk up to Phillip’s bedchamber, he complied without hesitation.
Grinning, she waltzed into the parlor to pour herself a brandy—a brandy! She was changing so fast that her head was spinning.
Very soon, footsteps pounded down the stairs, and she knew it was Phillip. He’d told her to stay away, and she’d defied him, so there would be a good deal of shouting and recrimination, and—she hoped—a good deal of reconciliation, too.
“What on earth are you thinking?” he growled as he swept in. “Don’t you listen? It’s over between us. Go away!”
She downed her brandy and marched over, approaching until they were toe to toe.
“I accept,” she said.
“You...what?”
“I love you, and I always have. I accept your proposal of marriage.”
Her declaration flustered him. It wasn’t anything close to what he’d been expecting.
“There is no offer on the table,” he hotly replied. “It was rejected, and I have no desire to submit another.”
“You don’t need to submit another. I’m accepting every one you’ve tendered. I’m ruined, and I’ve fled from my father. My luggage is up in your dressing room and being unpacked.”
“It had better not be!”
“I want to leave for Scotland today. Can you?”
He scowled. “Have you tipped off your rocker?”
“Probably. Now say yes. Say you’ll marry me and make me the happiest woman in the world.”
“You don’t want to marry me. You never have.”
“My prior refusals were a blunder—I admit it. I wanted to marry you; I was just scared.”
“But suddenly you’re ready?” He was dubious, sarcastic.
“Yes.”
He wrenched away from her and stumbled to the window to stare outside. He was rigid with fury, but she could sense that his mind was racing, trying to figure out what was driving her.
“Did you tell the Duke?” he asked.
“Of course.”
“What did he say?”
“He forbade me from coming to you.”
“Yet you came anyway?”
“Yes.”
“And your brother? What was his opinion?”
“He had no comment.”
He made a scoffing sound, and his shoulders slumped. She walked over to him, and she rested her hand on his back.
“After the duel,” she said, “after I saw you wounded, and Miss Carrington hurt, I went home, but it seemed that I’d gone to the wrong house. I don’t belong there anymore.” She paused, letting her words sink in, risking all for love. “I belong here with you. You knew that I did, and now, I know it, too.”
He turned to face her.
“Why are you doing this to me?” he choked out. If she’d been torturing him on the rack, he couldn’t have appeared more wretched.
“Because I love you.”
“And you would marry me—today—if I could get a license and a vicar?”
“I would marry you this very second.”
“What about your precious bloodlines? What about your fancy pedigree and your lofty family name?”
“I’ve been an idiot, Phillip, and I’m sorry. My entire life, I’ve obeyed my father and lived like a fool. Can you forgive me? Can you give me another chance?”
“Fanny Carrington is here.”
“I assumed that she was.”
“I’ve informed her that she can remain for as long as she likes.”
“She’s your sister, and I swear I’ll come to care for her as you have.”
His gaze narrowed, and his voice was rough, as if he was daring her. “I’ve made a vow to myself, that I will assist my half-siblings. It might mean shelter or funds or other types of aid I haven’t even contemplated. I wouldn’t tolerate any complaint from you. What do you think of that?”
“I think you’re the kindest man I’ve ever known.”
“Fanny is increasing—with your brother’s child.”
“I can’t believe it! Michael never told us!”
“The baby will be your niece or nephew. Mine, too, and I spent yesterday, waiting to hear if she miscarried. Are you upset that she didn’t? After all, an illegitimate child isn’t really a child, is it? A miscarriage would have wrapped things up so neat and tidy—no fuss or embarrassment for the Wainwrights.”
“I’m not that callous, Phillip. You’re being unfair.”
“Am I?”
“Yes, you are.”
She stared into his eyes, seeing the grief and sorrow written there. He was a very loyal person. When he loved, it was real and solid and true, and he was bereft over events, over his inability to arrange the ending for Fanny that he felt she deserved.
He looked as if he’d aged ten years in the past twenty-four hours, and his misery made her realize how she could help him the most: She could take charge. It was what she did best, what she’d learned by running the Duke’s household. When no one else could figure out how to proceed, she led the way.
“It will be all right, Phillip,” she gently said. “I’m here now. Everything will be fine. Lean on me for a bit, would you?”
She stepped in and snuggled herself to him from top to bottom. For the merest instant, he stood, stiff as a board, but quickly, he relented and crushed her to his chest. Then he was kissing her and kissing her, the embrace continuing on forever. When he finally drew away, he slipped his hand into hers and started for the stairs. They climbed to his room.
She was an optimist who’d anticipated that she’d sway him, and she’d brought along one very sexy negligee just in case. A competent servant had found the garment and laid it across the edge of the bed, predicting—and rightly so—that Anne wasn’t going anywhere.
When Phillip saw it, he chuckled.
“It looks as if you’re staying.”
“Yes, it looks as if I am.”
“I hope we give the Duke an apoplexy.”
“So do I.”
He tumbled onto the mattress and pulled her down with him, her cheek resting directly over his heart. In two seconds, he was fast asleep with her in his arms as if she’d always been just there and nowhere else.

Michael stood on the verandah, reading a demand letter his father had given him earlier in the evening. A bailiff had arrived at one of their properties in the country, the estate where Michael had spent most of his time as a boy. The furnishings were being assessed to pay one of the Duke’s promissory notes, and with it being such a public act, the chances of keeping his fiscal crisis a secret were over.
Debt collectors, sensing a fiasco, would begin to circle, would seek recompense on old bills that had been ignored, but the Duke didn’t have sufficient resources to meet his obligations. So what was the answer besides marriage to Rebecca?
Despite the Duke’s being unworthy of any allegiance, Michael was a loyal son. He felt such a heavy responsibility to wed Rebecca, to get his hands on her fortune and stave off calamity. But should he?
For once, he was wavering. A small voice kept asking: what if?
What if he walked away? What if he left the Duke to rot? Many would suffer, but Michael would be free of the Duke’s influence and control. Could he do it? Could he save himself at the expense of others?
He didn’t think so. The Duke was his father, the properties Michael’s legacy that he would eventually leave to his own sons. It simply wasn’t in him to behave so selfishly.
He gazed off toward the river, though there wasn’t much to see. It was a dark night, but the fog had lifted, and there were boats out on the water, their lamps reflecting like tiny stars.
He was curious about the sailors who manned them, if they were content with their difficult lives and meager circumstances. Perhaps they were so poor that they didn’t realize they were miserable.
If you’d never had anything to lose, how could you know what you were missing?
He thought about Fanny, and he worried about how she was doing. Phillip would watch over her, so Michael didn’t need to fret, but still, he couldn’t help it. He was so glad their baby was all right, and he wondered if it would be a boy or a girl, if Fanny had picked a name for it.
Anne was probably with Phillip, too. How was it that Phillip had wound up caring for the only two women Michael had ever loved? How was it that everything had gone so wrong?
In hindsight, his quarrel with Phillip seemed so senseless. He’d been so angry, but he couldn’t remember why. There wasn’t a reason good enough to explain why he’d shot Phillip, and he would be eternally ashamed to recall that he’d fired his pistol, but Phillip had not.
If he could, he’d turn back the clock and fix his mistakes, would say that he was sorry over and over until they started to believe him.
A door opened behind him, the sounds of the supper party wafting out, and he glanced over to see Rebecca approaching.
With Anne having fled, Rebecca had assumed her place as hostess, as if she’d been hovering in the background and waiting for Anne to leave. Her competent usurping of Anne’s role left a bad taste in his mouth. It was too calculated, too sly.
He’d already learned—to his perpetual detriment—that she would butt her nose into any situation, and he shuddered to imagine the battles they would wage in future years.
Since the duel, their few conversations had been terse and tense, and he kept telling himself that their relationship would calm after the wedding, that he would find a way to tolerate her. It was only that so much had transpired in such a short time. He was laying too many sins at her door, when his own house was crumbling from the weight of his transgressions.
They would have to muddle through, despite the fact that he was desperately in love with another woman and probably always would be.
“Michael,” she said, “I need you to come inside and lead us in to supper. The housekeeper advises me that everything is prepared.”
“Marvelous,” he replied, her tone setting his teeth on edge. “Hasn’t anyone noticed that Anne’s not here? Not even the housekeeper?”
“If Anne wishes to shirk her duty to your father, I am happy to assist him in her stead.”
“Anne didn’t shirk anything. She finally got sick of him. You haven’t discovered what he’s truly like, but you’ll figure it out soon enough.”
“The Duke is a fine man,” she insisted.
“No he’s not. He’s a rude, offensive ass.”
He was sipping a brandy, and just to spite her, he tossed down the contents, then childishly, he pitched the glass over his shoulder, and it smashed on the stones of the terrace below.
He offered his arm. “Shall we?”
She was trembling with fury, her lips pursed in a fashion that was terribly unattractive.
“I don’t care what you do,” she fumed. “I don’t care how you act. You won’t change my mind. You’re marrying me, so you might as well get used to the notion.”
“Oh, I’m used to it. Are we going in or not?”
She glared at him. “We will go in when I have composed myself. You’ve given everyone sufficient theatrics, and I won’t have them snickering at us.”
“If you’re so miserable, you don’t have to wed me. Let’s walk into the parlor and announce that we’re calling it quits. No one will be shocked. I’ll take all the blame. You can say any appalling thing about me that tickles your fancy. It will most likely be true, so I won’t argue with any allegation.”
“You think I would call it off?” She sputtered with indignation. “After what I’ve endured, you think I would refuse to proceed? If that’s what you suppose, then you don’t know me at all. Besides, you have to marry me. You have no choice.”
“I don’t?”
“No. I’ve learned about your financial troubles. The rumors have spread across the city. Did you actually imagine you could keep it a secret?”
“My financial troubles?”
“Yes.”
How typical that gossip was circulating, but it was all wrong. People automatically presumed he was the one with the problem. His clerks and solicitors had been the ones trying to shore up the Duke’s pecuniary dam. The Duke had done nothing, assuming that Michael would rescue him.
“You need my money,” she pointed out, “which means you need me. So I have no idea why you’re making this so difficult. You ought to be down on you knees; you ought to be thanking me.”
He scoffed with derision. “You recognize that I’ll constantly have affairs, don’t you? I have neither the desire nor the ability to be faithful.”
“I don’t expect any better conduct than what I’ve already witnessed, and so long as you’re not involved with Miss Carrington, your philandering won’t bother me in the least.”
“And you’re aware that I’ll behave exactly as I please. Even if it mortifies you, even if it enrages you.”
“It can’t possibly get any worse than it’s been, and I’ve survived.”
“You might be surprised at what I’ll do.”
“Trust me: I won’t be surprised.”
“Considering how you detest me,” he said, “I can’t see what you’re hoping to prove.”
“I don’t detest you.” Her eyes burned with animosity. “Now then, may we go in?”
“Yes, we may.”
He knew he should cry off and save them both from tragedy, but a gentleman wasn’t allowed to retract a proposal, and he couldn’t bring himself to fret overly much about what happened. He had to marry, and if he couldn’t have Fanny, what did it matter who he wed? It could be Rebecca or any woman.
She would be wretched forever, but she didn’t seem concerned, or it could be that she was too young to grasp the consequences of her decision.
He sighed with resignation. He’d given her a chance to break off with some amount of grace. He’d warned her and threatened her and tried to reason with her, but she was determined to forge ahead to catastrophe.
So be it. By Wednesday afternoon, he would be a married man.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“Where is Thomas?”
The Duke glanced up from the papers on his desk and scowled at Michael.
“I beg your pardon? Were you addressing me?”
Michael stormed into the room. “Yes, you bastard. Where is Thomas?”
The Duke was innocence itself. “Why? Is he missing?”
“I just rode to Wainwright Manor to bring him back for the wedding tomorrow, and he’s not there. What have you done with him?”
The Duke bit down a grimace. Michael had been so distressed and preoccupied by events that the Duke had hoped weeks—or even months—might pass before he realized the boy had disappeared.
“Why on earth”—the Duke was stalling for time—“would you want Thomas to attend the wedding?”
“Because I want him there. Need I another reason?”
“We’re having a small, private family gathering. It’s hardly the place for a child of Thomas’s position.”
“And what position would that be? He is John’s son and my nephew.”
“You see?” the Duke said. “He’s barely related on both counts.”
The Duke was being combative, which was the worst attitude to take with Michael, but he was too furious to be circumspect.
Anne had only been gone for two days, and Phillip Sinclair already had lawyers demanding that some sort of dowry be paid. Phillip knew that the Duke didn’t have one to hand over, yet he’d proceeded anyway, and the fact that Anne had run off with the half-blood, illegitimate wastrel was the most heinous insult she could have delivered.
“What is wrong with you?” Michael was nagging. “When will you cease to harangue about Thomas’s parentage?”
“Never. I will never stop. Lineage is all that matters, and Thomas hasn’t any of consequence. That pesky detail can never be changed. He’s a bastard, and as such, he will never enjoy the same advantages as respectable people. I don’t care how idiotic John chose to be when he wrote his will. Thomas will not benefit. Not as long as I draw a breath.”
“You’ve met Thomas. You’re aware of what a wonderful boy he is. How can you say that?”
“Ancestry is the bedrock of society, the foundation of how civilizations carry on. I will not sit at your wedding and pretend that our station has no value. I will not pretend that Thomas is welcome with his betters.”
“Fine then, you don’t need to come. We’ll hold the ceremony without you.” Michael leaned in, both palms on the desktop. “Where is he?”
The Duke recollected how awful the past few weeks had been, how much he had detested being a father. He’d done everything for Michael and Anne, yet they were a pair of ingrates.
When the Duke didn’t answer Michael’s question, Michael roared, “Where is he?”
The Duke smirked. “I’ve sent him away to school.”
“To school...” Michael repeated the words as if he didn’t comprehend their meaning.
“Yes, and it’s quite far from London. There’s no way you’ll be able to get him here in time for the ceremony.”
“You made the decision with no input from me.”
“No, none at all.”
“Who is his guardian, Father?”
“You are, Michael.”
“Then by what authority would you take such a step?”
“Authority!” the Duke sputtered. He rose to his full height, and he was so angry that little red circles formed at the edge of his vision. “I am Duke of Clarendon, and you will remember to whom you are speaking! If I want to send that boy to school, if I want to conscript him into the Navy, if I want to beat him, or starve him, or drown him in the Thames, I will, and you will not gainsay me!”
He emphasized his remarks by pounding his fist on the desk, his bellow ringing off the high ceiling, and as always occurred during their quarrels, a woman rushed in, but it wasn’t Anne. It was Rebecca, and on seeing her, the Duke was momentarily confused.
From the morning she had warned him about the duel, she’d been underfoot. Who had given her permission to assume Anne’s duties? How had she usurped so much influence and control?
“What is it?” she asked as Anne always had. “I heard shouting.”
“Rebecca,” the Duke snidely said, “I’m so glad you’ve arrived. Your fiancé wants Thomas Carrington to come to your wedding, and I’ve been explaining to him why he can’t.”
“No, he can’t come,” she concurred. “He’s not invited. I don’t want him there.”
“You don’t want him,” Michael murmured.
“No, I don’t.”
“Well, I do,” Michael told her.
“It’s the bride’s wedding more than the groom’s, and I’m afraid I have to insist.”
“And why is that?” Michael inquired.
“Because he’s a child, and even if he were an adult, he wouldn’t be a suitable guest.”
“Not suitable? You can actually look me in the eye and tell me that my brother’s only child is not suitable?”
“Yes, I can,” she said. “Besides, he’s in Cornwall.”
The Duke could barely keep from wincing, and he wished he’d gone over and clamped a hand over her mouth before she’d had a chance to blurt it out.
“And how do you know?” Michael seethed.
“Your father and I discussed it, and we agreed that it was the best solution for everyone.”
“You discussed it with the Duke?”
“Yes.”
“My, how interesting,” Michael mused.
“I’m about to be his aunt. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t have.”
“There’s just one slight problem.”
“What is that?”
“I am Thomas’s guardian. Not you and not my father. I had him situated—at Wainwright Manor.”
“But you can’t have considered it seriously. It’s not fitting for him to live at the Manor as if he were the lord, as if it were his property. What would people say?”
The Duke shook his head in disgust. In dealing with Michael, the stupid girl had to learn to be more subtle. She had to go behind his back, had to hide details and cover her tracks.
“You don’t think Thomas should reside in his father’s house?” Michael resembled a cat, toying with a mouse. “The house his father bequeathed to him? You don’t think he should live there?”
“No, I don’t. I think we should make it our country home. It’s much more grand than Henley Hall.”
“Rebecca,” Michael said as if talking to a dunce, “I believe we’ve had this conversation before.”
“What conversation is that, Michael?”
“You are not to interfere in my personal business. You are not to make decisions on my behalf. You are not my mother, and you are not yet my wife, and even when you are, you will never meddle in my affairs.”
To her credit, she stood her ground through the tirade.
“I want to live at Wainwright Manor,” she responded, “and I won’t apologize for it.”
“Wainwright Manor will never be yours.”
“What do you mean? Of course it will be. It’s all arranged. I’ve already had some of my belongings shipped there.”
For a wild instant, Michael appeared crazed, as if he might strike her, or as if he might pick her up and bodily toss her out in the street, but he whipped away from her to confront the Duke.
“Where is the school?”
“Why would I tell you?” the Duke queried. “Are you imagining you’ll race off and rescue him?”
“Yes, I’m imagining precisely that.”
Michael stomped around the desk, and the Duke wasn’t nearly as brave as Rebecca. He leapt back, terrified that Michael was about to pummel him, but Michael wasn’t bent on assault. Not yet, anyway.
Instead, he riffled through the Duke’s papers until he found a letter from the headmaster, informing the Duke that Thomas had arrived.
“You contemptible swine,” Michael fumed. “Your cruelty and duplicity never cease to amaze me, but to turn it on an eight-year-old boy! Anne warned me that you hated him, but I wouldn’t listen.”
“Don’t mention your sister to me.”
“You knew about Thomas all along, didn’t you? You prevented John from helping him. How? What did you do?”
The Duke studied Michael, noting his haughty demeanor, his condemning attitude, and his fury spiraled to incalculable heights.
He recalled the fights with John, the incessant arguments over the boy and what should be done about him. John hadn’t learned that he’d fathered a child until the boy was almost six years old, the news being provided by an acquaintance.
At the discovery, John had wanted to rush to the country, to rescue him from his horrid mother and take him home to Wainwright Manor, but the Duke had managed to talk him out of his rash plan.
John had calmed and reflected on the situation, as the Duke had suggested, but he’d never completely abandoned the idea. When the Carrington correspondence had started to arrive—all of it pleading, all of it listing dire circumstances—the Duke had wisely and prudently intervened.
“I burned every letter,” the Duke confessed.
“So John wasn’t aware that Fanny had written.”
“No, he wasn’t.”
“John never had a chance to meet his son, to love his son. Because of you.”
“I wasn’t about to allow him to ruin his life over the little bastard.”
“When he inherited John’s estate, you had me bring him here under false pretenses.”
“Yes, I did. I won’t deny it.”
“You never intended Thomas to benefit. It was all a ruse.”
“It is my money!” the Duke insisted. “It is my property! It was never John’s to give away.”
“Not even to his own son?”
The Duke snorted with derision, his scorn revealing his opinion, and Michael backed away, his revulsion evident.
“You’re despicable,” Michael charged, “and that’s the best thing I can say about you.”
He marched out, sweeping by Rebecca as if she was invisible, but she had more temerity than any female the Duke had ever met. She grabbed him by the arm and yanked him to a halt.
“Where are you going?” she demanded to know.
“I’m going to get my ward and bring him home. To Wainwright Manor.”
“I forbid it!” she ludicrously said. “I will not mother him!”
“Has anyone asked you to be his mother?”
“No, but I assumed that...”
“Yes, you did. And you assumed wrong. I wouldn’t force that poor child to spend a single second in your miserable company.”
“Well!”
“As to Wainwright Manor, has Thomas requested that you reside there?”
“I hardly need his invitation.”
“Have you heard me, as the executor of John’s will, give you permission?”
“Ah...no.” With each inquiry, she sounded less sure.
“Then why would you suppose it will occur?”
“We’re...we’re...about to marry, but you haven’t seen fit to decide how we’ll carry on. Someone had to.”
“But not you.”
“And why shouldn’t it have been me?”
“Because woman, you are mad as a hatter, and you’ve tried me beyond my limits. I have no desire to do anything you say.”
Michael physically lifted her and set her to the side.
“Goodbye.”
“Where are you off to now?”
“Are you deaf? I’m off to Cornwall to get my nephew.”
“You can’t go to Cornwall!” she shrieked, finally pushed to the breaking point. “You can’t! The wedding is tomorrow!”
“The wedding is not tomorrow,” Michael claimed.
“It is, too, and don’t even think about begging for a postponement.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, because I’m not marrying you.”
“Yes, you are! Tomorrow at eleven o’clock.”
“I’m not marrying you tomorrow,” Michael stated. “I’m not marrying you the day after that, or the day after that. Not next month. Not next year. I am never marrying you.”
The announcement sent the Duke into a panic. He saw their chance to get Rebecca’s money going up in smoke, saw his properties falling into foreclosure, saw his financial rescue vanishing into thin air.
“Michael, Rebecca! Both of you, calm down this instant.” His tone oozed conciliation, and he walked over and positioned himself between them, like a referee separating two pugilists in the boxing ring. “Of course there’ll be a wedding.”
“Of course there will,” Rebecca echoed like a parrot.
She’d never understood Michael, didn’t know what drove him, what he wanted or needed. She’d presumed that Fanny Carrington had been her sole enemy, and having vanquished the mistress, the battle was won. The Duke had to silence her before she said something so inane that Michael stormed out and never returned.
Michael didn’t issue idle threats. He didn’t say things he didn’t mean. If he was considering calling off the wedding, then they were at a dangerous impasse, and they had to reassess the situation.
“Now then,” the Duke started, “let’s discuss this rationally.”
“All right,” Michael agreed. “You go first.”
“We’re all under a lot of stress.”
“I’m not,” Michael contended. “Not anymore.”
The Duke forged on. “I see no problem with a slight postponement.”
“Absolutely n—” Rebecca began, but the Duke held up a hand, stopping her.
“You can check on Thomas,” the Duke amiably continued, “and we’ll delay the ceremony until you get back.”
“And Thomas would be welcomed at the wedding?” Michael asked.
“Certainly.” The Duke was the very picture of compromise. “We didn’t realize you felt so strongly about including him, and now that we know, we’re happy to do whatever you want.”
Rebecca looked as if she might faint, and the Duke flashed a glare that could have melted lead.
Grudgingly, she grumbled, “I suppose that would work.”
“You have to admit, Michael,” the Duke added, “that you’ve had one shock after another. After a short break, we’ll all be more composed.”
“But you’re forgetting one thing.”
“And what is that?”
“I told you months ago that I didn’t wish to wed Rebecca, yet like a fool, I proposed anyway. I thought I could marry her, but I can’t. It would be a mistake I’d regret forever.”
The Duke’s head throbbed, and that odd red ring was circling his vision again. His temper flared, his intention to be circumspect flying out the window.
“You will marry her!” he thundered. “By God, you will! I command it of you. As your father and as your lord, I command it!”
“If she’s so marvelous,” Michael retorted, “you’re single. Marry her yourself.”
He stepped by the Duke and strolled out without a backward glance.
Rebecca’s jaw dropped, and she protested, “Don’t just stand there. Go after him! You can’t let him talk to you that way. You can’t let him jilt me. A gentleman doesn’t cry off!”
“I believe he just has.”
“But I did everything you suggested. I got rid of Fanny Carrington. I found that terrible school for Thomas. You promised I could move to Wainwright Manor, so I made all the arrangements.” She threw up her hands in frustration. “Now he’s angry with me, but I was merely following your orders.”
“That’s not why he’s angry.”
“What other reason could there be?” She clutched his arm and pulled him toward the door. “You have to tell him that none of this is my fault.”
“It won’t do any good.”
He sighed, wondering how he’d miscalculated, how he’d so thoroughly misjudged his children’s penchant for rebellion. He was always so shrewd, so cunning in predicting their conduct. How had he ended up so far off the mark?
“Fine, be your usual obstinate self,” Rebecca whined. “See if I care. It’s evident you don’t possess the power to make him behave, so I’ll stop him myself. I’ve had to do everything else, so I might as well do this, too.”
“You will not pester him.”
“I will. You may be content to have him thwart you, but I’m not so easily defeated.”
She spun away as if she’d run out and initiate another quarrel. She didn’t comprehend that—short of physically restraining Michael—they would never bring him to heel. There wasn’t a rope strong enough to tie Michael down if he was determined to depart.
The only viable course was to allow him his tantrum. Let him travel to Cornwall and retrieve the boy. Let him do any bloody thing he chose, then after an extensive period had passed, he would calm sufficiently, and they would proceed according to the Duke’s plan.
The Duke had had three decades of beating Michael at his own game, and this occasion would be no different. The more Rebecca harangued at him, the more he’d resist.
“Hold it right there,” the Duke said, clasping her by the wrist.
“Let me go.”
“No. Leave him alone. He’s weary of you.”
“Someone must make him see reason, and obviously, it won’t be you.”
Her sass exhausted him, and he was eager to put her in her place. He yanked her around, and she fell against him, her pert, youthful breasts crushed to his chest.
To his surprise, his anatomy reacted in a purely carnal fashion, his cock actually stirring. He was only fifty-two; he’d had to have been dead not to respond. Pretty young girls, with their nubile, smooth bodies, fascinated him, and Rebecca had more than her share of pertinent feminine attributes.
Why not? a wicked voice teased. Why not wed her himself?
As Michael had mentioned, the Duke was a bachelor. He hadn’t been married in years, and it had been a long while since he’d trained a virgin to her marital duties. Rebecca was certainly more beautiful than any of the available debutantes. With Anne having sneaked off, he was in desperate need of a hostess, too, and Rebecca had proved that she was competent in that area.
No doubt, she’d be completely incompetent in the bedchamber, but proficiency wasn’t necessary for him to enjoy her charms. He could have at least a decade of pleasure, sawing away between her slender thighs, before she began to droop and sag.
He’d have all her money, too. He wouldn’t have to depend on Michael to change his fate.
As the possibilities spiraled by, he shook them away and released her, and the moment he stepped away, she started out again.
“What are you doing?” he snapped.
“I told you: I will not let him bring that child back here. I don’t care what he wants.”
She was a veritable cauldron of quivering indignation, and his ridiculous cock stirred again. He relished a challenge, and it would be so amusing to wear her down, to make her do what she’d said she wouldn’t. He was already conjuring images of the ways he would force her, and he was stunned to find himself nearly sick with glee at the prospect.
Perhaps there was something in the water or air. Perhaps his whole bloody family had gone mad.
“You will not chase after him,” he hissed.
“I will!”
“I’m warning you.”
“Ha! As if you frighten me. Every bit of your advice was wrong, so I’m not listening to you anymore.”
“That’s enough,” he bellowed. “Go fetch your coat, and go home before I take a strap to you.”
They stood, glaring, their mutual loathing almost sexual in its intensity. She was furious, but despite her spurt of temper, she’d been raised to respect station and rank.
“As you wish, Your Grace.”
She practically spit the designation at him, then she swooped into a deep, deferential curtsy. He watched, humored by her prostrate and humbled position. He let her stay there until her knees were trembling with strain, then he gripped her hand, and tugged her to her feet.
“I just wanted to be a duchess,” she regally said, tears in her eyes. “My entire life, it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
She turned and left, imperious as any queen, and he studied her retreating backside. Her ass was very shapely, and he was curious what it would be like to grab hold and fornicate with her as he was yearning to do.
He grinned and went to pour himself a brandy.
His daughter and son were insane, and as he passed a quiet afternoon without them, he’d have plenty to ponder, but they wouldn’t be the topic to occupy his thoughts.
No, they wouldn’t cross his mind a single time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“The wedding was postponed.”
As Phillip strolled into the dining room, Fanny glanced up from the breakfast table. “Postponed? Why?”
“Michael left town and no one knows where he is.”
“But I thought he and Lady Rebecca had reconciled,” Fanny said. “What could have happened?”
“With the way Michael has been acting lately, it’s anybody’s guess.”
After the duel the two men had fought, Fanny heartily agreed. By skipping the wedding and vanishing as he had, she wondered if he’d already found a new mistress to replace her, if perhaps they weren’t snuggly sequestered at his bachelor house near Henley Hall.
“Lady Rebecca must be furious.”
“I imagine she is.” Phillip chuckled. “Do you want to know a secret?”
“What?”
“I never liked her.”
“Why not?”
“You met her. You saw what she’s like.”
“I certainly did.”
“Michael will be miserable with her.”
“That fact didn’t seem to bother him.”
Anne took that second to enter. She walked over to Phillip and kissed him right on the mouth with Fanny watching. Phillip pulled her onto his lap.
“Are we talking about my brother?” she asked. “What didn’t bother him?”
“He was willing to marry Rebecca,” Phillip supplied, “no matter how unhappy it would make him.”
“Michael the martyr,” Anne said. “It was our father’s doing. He insisted that compatibility wasn’t a consideration when he was searching out marriages for us.”
“How sad for both of you,” Fanny murmured.
“Wasn’t it, though?”
Fanny was beginning to like Anne very much, and she was delighted that Anne had come to her senses and fled from the Duke, though the dastardly man was still trying to control her.
He’d sent out warnings to church officials, from the Archbishop down, to keep Phillip from getting a Special License that would have allowed them to wed immediately. Phillip’s own father was out of the country, so Phillip didn’t have the influence to counter the Duke’s machinations. There wasn’t a vicar in the kingdom who would perform a ceremony for them.
The Duke presumed that he would wear Anne down, that he would delay and obstruct until Anne crawled home in disgrace, but the Duke had underestimated her.
Anne loved Phillip, and the Duke’s interference had simply hardened her resolve.
“Are you all packed?” Fanny inquired.
“Yes.” Anne grinned from ear to ear. “I can’t wait to be off.”
They were eloping to Scotland, a drastic remedy the Duke couldn’t prevent and obviously hadn’t realized was a possibility.
When he learned of what they’d done, he would be apoplectic, and Fanny was thrilled to know that someone was brave enough to antagonize him and that someone was her brother.
“Are you sure you won’t come with us?” Phillip asked as he had a dozen times already.
“I’m not joining you on your wedding trip,” Fanny said. “Your bride might kill me in my sleep.”
“I don’t mind,” Anne responded. “I really don’t, Fanny. I hate to leave you here alone.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine,” Phillip grumbled.
“All right, I’m not fine yet. But I will be.” She forced a smile. “I’m feeling better every day. When you return, I’ll be good as new.”
It was a huge lie. She doubted she’d ever fully recover from the summer and fall she’d endured with Michael Wainwright. She was pregnant and unwed, but she had her whole life ahead of her. She would manage; she would survive.
“What about my country house?” Phillip pressed. “What have you decided?”
“I would like it very much,” Fanny answered.
“I’m glad. It’s an excellent plan for you.”
Phillip had property in the country, and he’d offered to let her live there for as long as she liked. She’d mulled and stewed, then agreed that it was for the best.
While London was the most likely spot to stumble across Thomas, any continued residence also meant that she might bump into Lord Henley, which she couldn’t bear to ponder. She had to go far away—and stay away.
“I’ll send a message to the housekeeper,” Phillip said, “to advise her that you’ll be coming. She’ll have everything prepared for your arrival.”
“Thank you.”
“And we’ll travel straight there, when we get back from Scotland.”
“I’m looking forward to it. Will you be there by Christmas, do you suppose?”
“Barring any terrible weather that clogs the roads.”
“But,” Anne added, “we’ll only visit a week or two. My betrothed has promised me a romantic honeymoon in warm, sunny Italy.”
“You lucky girl,” Fanny said.
“I am the lucky one,” Phillip declared, smiling at Anne, hugging her tight.
“Yes, you are,” Fanny concurred.
The next hour was busy, as trunks were loaded, horses hitched, instructions given.
All too soon, the happy couple was in the carriage, laughing out the window as the driver cracked the whip and the horses began to pull.
Long after they’d disappeared, Fanny waved and waved, and finally, she spun and went inside. It was dreadfully quiet, the energy Anne and Phillip brought to the rooms having departed with them.
Was this to be her existence from now on? Would she always be alone? The one left behind? The one waiting for others to return with tales of friendship and adventure?
She felt old and tired, and she plodded up the stairs so she could pack and proceed to the country as quickly as she could. Hopefully, before too much time had passed, London—and all that had transpired—would be naught but a poignant, distant memory.

Michael gaped at the decrepit, forbidding building. The windows were boarded over, the front door hanging from its hinge.
The place was dreary and forlorn and miserable, like a prison for hardened criminals rather than a school for male offspring of wealthy families, and he was ill at the notion of Thomas being sequestered inside.
What if Michael hadn’t come to check? What if he’d remained absorbed by events, unable to focus or deliberate?
He thought of Fanny and what she’d say if she could see what he’d permitted to happen, and he was very ashamed.
“Are you sure this is the correct address?” he asked the driver.
“This is it, milord.”
“You’re positive?”
“I grew up here,” the man said. “I know these parts like the back of my hand.”
Michael stared again, taking it all in, and he was forced to acknowledge what the Duke’s scheme had been.
When they’d initially sought custody of Thomas, the Duke had pretended it was for Thomas’s own good, but obviously, the Duke never had any of intention of assisting Thomas in any fashion that mattered. He would blithely torment his only grandson merely because the child’s parents had never wed.
For all of Michael’s life, he had listened to the Duke rant on the subject of lineage, had believed and embraced the Duke’s position, and it was humbling to learn that everything his father had ever said on the topic was wrong.
No doubt the Duke had presumed that he would inherit John’s estate, and that’s why he was so angry about Thomas’s windfall and so determined to shove him out of the way. With the Duke’s financial problems coming to a head, it was entirely possible that he was planning to pilfer Thomas’s fortune.
He didn’t have access to Thomas’s bank accounts, but the Duke was a wily character. He could bully others into letting him do what he oughtn’t be allowed, and Michael made a mental note to check with Thomas’s bankers when he returned to London.
“What kinds of boys are living here?” he inquired.
“Well...the natural born ones,” the man delicately replied. “The...ah...dirty little secret that the family is trying to hide.”
“It doesn’t look as if they get much for their money.”
“They don’t pay much, though. They’re not actually concerned about the boys being taught. They simply want them out of sight, so the folks at home assume they’re doing their Christian duty.”
“Why not just toss them out on the streets?” Michael mused. “Why bother at all?”
“Most don’t. These are the lucky ones, I suppose.”
Michael smirked at the word lucky. He didn’t imagine any of the boys would view their lots as fortunate.
“How many students are there?”
“Maybe two dozen.”
“Wait for me,” Michael said. “This might take awhile, but don’t leave.”
“I’ve got all day, milord.”
Michael proceeded to the door, and he knocked and knocked. Eventually, a sullen footman answered, and he was shown into an austere parlor, where he was advised that the headmaster would attend him shortly. The room was damp and smelled of mold, and the furniture was rickety, the carpet tattered. It was quiet as a funeral parlor, and it was difficult to envision there being any rambunctious children on the premises.
When no one appeared to help him, his temper sparked. He left the parlor and walked down the deserted corridor. At the end, he found the dining hall, and the boys were eating at two long tables. No adult was watching over them, but they were very subdued, as if afraid to make a sound.
The room was cold, no fire burning in the hearth, and the students were thin and unwashed, dressed in clothes that could only be described as rags.
He scanned the group, but didn’t see Thomas anywhere.
As he stepped inside, the boys glanced up. On noticing him, they seemed frightened, as if unsure of what he might do. They stumbled to their feet, but offered no greeting.
Michael went over to the nearest boy and asked, “What’s for dinner?”
“Soup.”
Michael lifted the boy’s spoon, stirring the watery broth but finding no sign of vegetable or meat.
“Do you know Thomas Wainwright?”
“Yes.”
“Is he here?”
The boys anxiously peeked at each other.
“He’s being punished, sir. He can’t come to the table.”
Another added, “He’s not allowed meals until Wednesday.”
It was Monday afternoon.
“What did he do?” Michael inquired.
“Naught that we know of. He’s arrived as a branded troublemaker. He’s to receive regular discipline.”
“Thomas—a troublemaker?”
“Yes.”
“Sit, boys, sit. Finish your food.”
Silent, miserable, they dropped into their chairs and resumed eating.
For a few minutes, Michael studied them, then he returned to the parlor, his mind furiously working over what he’d seen.
Soon, footsteps pounded down the hall, and a fat, dour woman entered. She wore an expensive dress and jewelry, and instantly, Michael knew where the tuition was spent.
“May I help you?”
“I am Michael Wainwright, Viscount Henley.”
He towered over her, intimidating her with all that he was, with all that he represented, but she was unimpressed. She assessed him dubiously, then performed what had to be the fleetest curtsy in history.
“What can I do for you, my lord?”
“Are you the headmistress?”
“No, my husband is in charge.”
“May I speak with him?”
“He’s...indisposed.”
“I am here to retrieve my nephew.”
“And who is that?”
“Thomas Wainwright.”
“His grandfather is Duke of Clarendon,” the woman pointed out.
“He certain is.”
“So...the Duke is your father?” She gulped with dismay, unnerved by the prospect.
“I talked with the other students, and they say Thomas is being punished. Why?”
“The Duke advised us of his obstinate nature.”
“Really?”
“Yes. He requested that we assist him in purging it.”
“How?”
“With loss of privileges, accompanied by whippings when necessary.”
Michael simply couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was like something out of a medieval fairy tale, and he’d stumbled on the wicked witch.
“How many boys are here?” he queried.
“Seventeen.”
“Line them up by my carriage. I’m taking them all with me.”
“What did you say?”
“I’m taking them with me. We’ll walk to the village, and I’ll make arrangements for them once we arrive.”
He didn’t know what he’d do with them, but he couldn’t abandon them to her brutality.
“This is highly irregular,” she groused. “I have to discuss it with my husband.”
“Please do,” Michael said. “Wake him up and tell him to pack his bags.”
“What?”
“When I’m through with the two of you, hopefully, you’ll be in prison.”
“We’re just following the Duke’s orders,” she stubbornly claimed. “We have to carry out the family’s wishes.”
“If you open your mouth again, I will see you hanged. Now go fetch my nephew, and you had best pray to God that he’s safe and hale.”
Many minutes later, Thomas appeared in the doorway. He was in the same poor condition—thin, grubby, disheveled—as the boys in the dining hall.
Michael was dumbfounded, his shame like a yoke around his neck.
Oh, Fanny, he thought, I am so sorry.
“Hello, Thomas,” Michael said.
“Hello, sir.”
Michael couldn’t figure out how to fill the void. No words seemed appropriate. There was nothing about Thomas that resembled the happy, boisterous child he’d met the previous summer, and he was shocked by how much damage had been inflicted.
“I’ve come to take you back to London.”
“Would I get to live with my Aunt Fanny?”
“Well...no.”
“Are we going to Clarendon House?”
Michael hadn’t really considered where they would reside.
“Either there or Wainwright Manor.”
“Then thank you very much, but I’d rather stay here.”
On discovering that Thomas would choose the hideous institution over their family’s mansions, Michael was deeply embarrassed.
“The other boys are coming with me, Thomas. It was wrong for all of you to be treated this way, so no one is going to remain. I can’t leave you behind.”
“I don’t want to come with you. I don’t like you anymore.”
“That’s too bad, because I still love you very much.”
“If you loved me, you wouldn’t have let Lady Rebecca send me here.” He looked so young, so aggrieved. “Why did you? Why did you let her?”
“I didn’t, Thomas,” Michael quietly said, worried over how to convince him, how to break through his obvious skepticism. “I didn’t know what she had done. I swear it. As soon as I found out, I raced here as fast as I could.”
He held out his hand, urging Thomas to take it, but Thomas simply frowned and refused to move nearer. Their mutual fondness had been crushed by Michael’s indifference and disregard.
“I never misbehaved, sir,” Thomas insisted. “I don’t care what she told you. I always tried my best. I was always a good boy.”
“Of course you were.”
“I don’t want to see Grandfather or Lady Rebecca ever again.” At the prospect, his entire body shuddered. “I’m sorry, but I don’t like them.”
“I don’t blame you. I don’t like them much, myself.” He squatted down so they were eye to eye. “And listen to me: I’ve decided not to marry Lady Rebecca, so she’s gone from our lives. And your grandfather can be gone, too, if you wish it.”
“He’s been very cruel to me, sir. Very cruel.”
Tears surged and dripped down his cheeks, and he swiped them away.
“I won’t let him hurt you again, Thomas.”
“I don’t think I could bear it.”
Thomas seemed to have aged sixty years, seemed to have had every spark of optimism and youthful merriment drummed out of him. Michael wondered about Thomas’s other grandfather, Fanny’s adoptive father who’d been a vicar, and by all accounts, an honest and decent man.
If he could see what the Wainwrights had done to Thomas, what would he say?
Michael had to fix the mess he’d created, and as he pondered—like a bolt of lightening—the most marvelous idea swept over him. It was the perfect way to make amends; it was the perfect way to redeem himself.
“Would you like to go live with your Aunt Fanny?”
“I don’t know where she is,” Thomas wailed with dismay. “I don’t know how to find her.”
“Well, I do. If you could stay with her, would you leave this terrible place with me?”
Thomas stared, gauging Michael’s credibility, and he was extremely dubious. Michael had squandered Thomas’s trust, and it was clear that if Michael failed to follow through, Thomas wouldn’t be surprised.
“Yes,” Thomas cautiously said, “I would like that. She was always kind to me.”
“Then that is what you shall do.” Michael stood. “Let’s get you out of here.”
He went over and extended his hand again, and he waited and waited, but Thomas never clasped hold. Michael walked on alone, and Thomas trailed after him, exiting out into the dreary, gray winter day.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
As Fanny stepped out of the woods, Phillip was on the verandah, gazing across the park and obviously watching for her. He was bundled in a heavy coat, his breath circling his head like a cloud.
He and Anne had been home for a week, happily wed, and content to stay put after the treacherous weather that had dogged them to Scotland and back. While Phillip had promised Anne a romantic honeymoon, they weren’t in any hurry to leave, which thrilled Fanny very much.
It was almost Christmas, and though she’d settled in at Phillip’s house, and was comfortable with the servants, she hadn’t wanted to spend it alone.
She wondered where Thomas would be spending the day, and she worried that the Wainwright men would forget to make it special for him. Hopefully, they’d remember that he was a little boy and would love to have someone make a fuss.
She waved to Phillip, and he waved back, continuing to watch as she approached. With her being six months pregnant, her stride was ungainly and the walk took longer than it should have.
Kicking the snow from her boots, she climbed onto the verandah, and as she neared him, she could see that he was troubled. Something had happened, something that would distress her, and she was afraid to hear what it was.
“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”
“You have a visitor.”
“A visitor?”
“It hadn’t occurred to me that he might come here, so I never advised the staff to refuse him entrance. They invited him in before I was aware he’d arrived.”
“Who is it?”
“Michael is here, Fanny. He’s in the front parlor.”
“Michael Wainwright?”
“Yes.”
A thousand thoughts spiraled through her head. Why had he come? What did he want? What did she want?
“Have you...have you spoken to him?” she inquired.
“Briefly.”
“You didn’t fight with him, did you?”
“No. Anne was there. We were all very civil.”
“Good. I don’t want anymore quarreling between the two of you.”
“Neither do I.”
“Did you tell him you married Anne? Did he congratulate you?”
“Yes, actually, and he even seemed sincere.”
“I’m glad.”
There had been too much discord and conflict, and with Phillip having wed Anne, reconciliation was the only proper conclusion.
“Ah...your nephew is with him.”
Her pulse pounded with delight, but also a bit of alarm.
“Thomas is here?”
“Yes.”
She started away, wanting to be inside immediately, but he clasped her arm to stop her.
“I need to talk with you before you go in.”
“What about? Is Thomas all right?”
“Well, he’s not hurt, if that’s what you mean.”
“Is he ill? What?”
“I guess he’s had a hard time of it. The Duke sent him off to school, but it was a very bad place. Michael went for a visit, and it was quite disreputable, so he brought him home.”
“What happened to him there?”
“I don’t think anything happened exactly. The headmaster was cruel to him, when Thomas didn’t understand why, and he’s just very quiet now. Very sad. Michael says he’s very different from how he was last summer.”
“I see.”
Fanny took several deep breaths, calming herself.
The information was too much to absorb. The Wainwrights had seized Thomas, with the promise of a better life. Of all the terrible behaviors she might have anticipated from Michael, she’d never have supposed that he’d let Thomas be abused.
She was very angry, but she couldn’t have it show. She hadn’t seen Lord Henley in months, and she refused to bicker. They were all adults, related by blood and marriage. They had to carry on in a polite fashion.
“You need to know one more thing,” Phillip murmured.
“What is that?”
“Michael wants to speak with you. Alone.”
“Whatever for? What could he possibly have to say?”
“I haven’t a clue, but I told him I’d pass on the request. If you’d rather not, you can sneak up the rear stairs to your bedchamber. I’ll bring Thomas up to you so you can chat with him for a bit, and when you’re finished, I’ll ask Michael to leave. You won’t have to so much as lay eyes on him.”
For a long while, she considered. Could she bear it? Could she converse with him as if they were two normal people, sharing a common nephew? Could she pretend that her heart wasn’t broken? Could she pretend that she didn’t care?
“It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll talk to him.”
“Are you certain?”
“I think he owes me an explanation about Thomas.”
“I do, too, and I believe he might apologize.”
“For what?”
“For...everything.”
“If he does, I’ll graciously accept—then I’ll punch him in the nose.”
Phillip chuckled, then led her into the house. Anne was hovering outside the parlor, appearing nervous and worried.
“We’ll wait out here,” Phillip said. “Just call if you need us.”
“I’ll be fine,” Fanny insisted, though her knees were knocking with anxiety.
She opened the door and slipped into the room. Lord Henley and Thomas were over by the fire, and she took a moment to study them. They were standing side-by-side, silently staring at the flames, and they seemed uncomfortable with each other.
Thomas was dressed as the little lord of the manor in a dark blue suit, short pants, and black shoes with fancy buckles, but the boisterous energy he always exuded had vanished.
He looked older and wiser, as if all his dreams had been dashed.
Lord Henley looked different, too. He’d lost weight, and he was weary and pensive, his bluster and pomp carefully concealed.
At one time, they’d been the two most significant men in her life, but now, they were so altered that she scarcely recognized them.
“Thomas,” she said, “is it really you?”
They turned together and peered at her, and though she’d been expecting Thomas to rush over, he remained where he was, as if he was too tired to display any enthusiasm.
She walked to him, instead, and she acted as if she was gazing directly at Lord Henley, but her focus didn’t quite reach his eyes. They were strangers now, awkward and ill-at-ease, but it couldn’t be helped. There was no other ending that could have been salvaged. His misdeeds had seen to that.
“Lord Henley.” She was very formal with him. “Welcome.”
“Hello, Fanny.” To her great surprise, his tone was warm and fond.
Thomas still hadn’t moved, and she fell to her knees in front of him.
“Hello, my darling Thomas.”
“Hello Aunt Fanny.”
“My, how you’ve grown.” She riffled a hand through his hair, but he didn’t exhibit the slightest reaction.
“Lord Henley says I may live with you. Forever. May I?”
Fanny was shocked by the change in Thomas’s relationship with Lord Henley. They’d once been very close, Henley had been Uncle Michael, but apparently, their bond had been severed.
“Yes, you may,” Fanny replied. “There’s nothing I would like more.”
“Are you sure he’s telling the truth? What if he tries to take me again? Will you let him?”
She glanced up at Henley, their gazes locking, and he shook his head, indicating he wouldn’t take Thomas anywhere. Tears of relief and joy flooded her eyes. Thomas would be with her! Thomas would be with her always!
“No, I won’t let him,” Fanny firmly declared.
“What if the Duke’s men come? What if my mother tells him where I am? How could you stop them?”
“I have Phillip to assist me now. He’s very brave, very strong. He’s not afraid of the Duke.”
“Lord Henley also said that I won’t have to see my mother again. Or the Duke or Lady Rebecca.”
“No, never.”
Thomas scrutinized her, and Fanny could sense that he was weighing her answers, as if he didn’t trust her. What on earth had occurred to leave him so skeptical? What had they done to him?
Finally, he nodded. “All right then. I’ll stay.”
“I’m so glad.”
Fanny pulled him into a tight hug, and she touched him all over, running her fingers up and down his body, feeling how solid he was, how real. She drew away and peered into his cherubic face, wishing he’d smile, wishing she could observe some spark of the child he’d previously been.
“I need to speak privately with Lord Henley,” she advised him.
“About what?”
“About you.”
“I was always a good boy, Aunt Fanny. No matter what he says, I always did what they told me. Always.”
“Of course you did. I know that.”
She was disconcerted, and she peeked up at Lord Henley, but his expression gave nothing away.
She stood and clasped Thomas’s hand, but it felt lifeless.
“Do you remember your Aunt Anne?”
“Yes.”
“I want you to go upstairs with her. She’ll show you to my room. We’ll put your things in there, and you can sleep with me. Would you like that?”
“I suppose.”
“I’ll be up in a few minutes—after Lord Henley departs.”
Fanny led him to the hall, and as she delivered him to Anne, he gazed up at Fanny.
“Do you promise you’ll come upstairs?”
“Yes, Thomas, I promise. In a bit.”
He studied her again, but his doubt was obvious. Anne guided him away, and Fanny heard her ask, “Are you hungry, Thomas?”
“Yes, Aunt Anne,” he responded, “but you don’t need to trouble yourself. I’d just like to sit and wait for my Aunt Fanny.”
Anne shot a worried glance over her shoulder, then their footsteps faded. With a pat of encouragement from Phillip, Fanny went back into the parlor and shut the door.
Lord Henley was still standing by the fire, and she walked over to him. He was extremely flustered, and he cleared his throat and swallowed several times while she silently fumed, wanting to shake him, wanting to snap at him.
Ultimately, he murmured, “May I say that you look wonderful? You’re absolutely glowing.”
“Lord Henley, please...”
“I realize I have no right to ask, but how are you feeling? How is the baby? After you left me, I was just so—”
“Please! You’re embarrassing me!”
He halted and sighed with regret. “I’m sorry about Thomas, Fanny.”
“Are you? How could you let this happen to him? He is just a boy—a sweet, loving boy.”
“I thought he was at Wainwright Manor, but my father intervened without my permission. I didn’t know what had transpired until much later. I accept full responsibility for what occurred. I should have minded him better.”
“He’s very different.”
“As soon as I learned what they’d done—“
“Who do you mean by they?”
“My father and Rebecca. They were complicit in arranging for him to be sent away to school. It was a terrible place, and the headmaster was very cruel.”
“Your father—and Lady Rebecca—were punishing him?”
“Apparently so.”
“For what crime?”
“Rebecca didn’t want him to live with us.” He shrugged. “She and my father were very harsh with him, and he took it to heart. Rebecca kept telling him that he was...was...an awful child and that he didn’t deserve any of what his father had bequeathed to him.”
So...Lady Rebecca had had her revenge on Fanny after all, but she’d extracted it against Thomas. How shrewd of her! She must have realized how any pain inflicted on Thomas would hurt Fanny a thousand times more.
“I don’t want her to ever have any contact with him. I don’t want her to have any influence or control.”
“She never will. I swear it to you.”
“Pardon me if I say that your vows don’t carry much weight with me.”
“I recognize that. I...ah...I’ve severed my engagement to her—over this very issue.”
She sucked in a sharp breath, riveted by the news. He was no longer betrothed, and she hated how the discovery rattled her. What did it matter if he was free? What did it matter if he might once again be pondering marriage?
She would never be his choice of bride. On that point, he’d always been very clear.
“And your father?” she pressed. “What about him?”
“He’s being silenced. He won’t interfere with me in the future. I’m in the process of making sure of it.”
“I hope you’re correct.”
“I am.” He flashed a weary smile. “We’re being so formal. It seems odd to talk to you this way.”
At the comment, Fanny felt a softening in the protective wall she’d erected to keep him at bay, and instantly, her mind screamed a warning. She was still very affected by him, and she couldn’t risk their being friendly. When she was so vulnerable, it was hazardous.
“It’s better if we keep a distance,” she said.
“Yes, I imagine it is.”
He sighed again, as he retrieved a satchel he’d left on a nearby table. He pulled out an envelope and extended it to her.
“I’m signing over complete custody to you.”
“You’re joking.”
“No. You’ll be his guardian until he comes of age.”
There was no kinder act he could have performed, and she was deeply, profoundly grateful.
“Thank you so much.”
“I’ll still manage his funds, but I’ll be very generous. You’ll simply send me a letter every quarter, letting me know how much money you require. And there’ll be a stipend for you, as well, to cover your expenses.”
“You don’t have to pay me for watching him. I’m happy to do it.”
“But I have to be assured that you’re settled. It’s important to me. I don’t want you fretting over your finances ever again.” He gestured at the envelope. “If it’s distressing to you, you needn’t correspond with me directly. My clerk’s name and address are there. He’s very competent. He can handle your requests, or he can pass on messages if you have a question or need my approval for something.”
“Where would you like us to reside?”
“You can stay here with Phillip if you like. Or you can return to Wainwright Manor. If you feel it would be disconcerting to Thomas, we can purchase another property.”
“I’ll reflect on it.”
“And I’d like him to go to school someday. To a real school, where the boys from the best families go. But not until you decide he’s ready.”
“I’ll reflect on that, too.”
After that, there wasn’t much else to say.
They stared and stared, remorse and regret flitting between them.
His cheeks flushed, and he said, “I guess I’ll be off.”
“Thank you for coming. You’ve been very kind.”
He scoffed. “I’m just doing what I should have done from the very start. I don’t know what I was thinking. I wasn’t thinking; that’s the problem.”
She agreed, but when he was being so repentant, she didn’t suppose she ought to mention it.
“If you ever need anything” he continued, “contact me immediately.”
“I will,” she fibbed, positive that, other than a few notes exchanged through his clerk, she would never speak with him again.
There was an agonizing pause, where she expected that he would go, or that she would walk out herself, but neither of them could make the first move.
“I wish things had been different between us,” he said, and from his tone of voice and warm expression, she could tell he was sincere.
“It doesn’t matter now.”
“Yes, it does. I plan to set up a trust fund for our child, and I’ll pay you a second stipend for raising him. I have to ensure that the two of you are secure.”
She couldn’t listen to him waxing on about the cold, impersonal details of financial arrangements he’d made for their child, and she whipped away, showing him her back.
“You’ll have to talk to Phillip about it. I’d rather not discuss it with you.”
“I understand. My apologies.”
He stepped nearer, approaching until he was directly behind her. For a wild instant, she was certain he was going to touch her, that he might rest a hand on her shoulder or arm. If he did, she would shatter into tiny pieces.
“Have you...that is...”—he was stammering, discomfited—“are you hoping for a boy or a girl?”
“Either one would be fine.”
She’d had a vivid dream that the baby would be a boy, and if it was, she would name him William after her father.
Henley was quiet for a long time, then he murmured, “I always wished we’d have a girl who looked just like you.”
There was no reply she could give to such a statement, and she stood, her head bowed, suffering an emotion that was close to humiliation, when she couldn’t figure out why she would feel badly.
“Would you go?” she begged, afraid she might burst into tears.
He tarried, the moment ripe with opportunity, then he departed without another word.

Michael trudged out into the drive, where his horse had been brought from the stable. The cold December afternoon was very short, the sun dropping in the west, and he had to get back to the coaching inn where he’d rented a room for the night.
To his surprise, Phillip and Anne were waiting for him, snuggled together, bundled up in their winter coats.
He tried to remember why they’d all fought, why he’d been angry enough to kill Phillip, the friend he’d always cherished, but his motives and choices were lost in a fog of regret.
He walked over to them, and he wanted to tease Anne and joke with Phillip, as he might have in the past, but levity was impossible. The encounter was very reserved, very awkward.
“How is your arm?” Michael inquired of Phillip.
“It’s healed; it’s fine.”
“I never meant to hurt you.”
“I know that. I never meant to hurt you either. As if I could have shot you! I felt as if I went mad for a time.”
“So did I,” Michael admitted. “I was completely insane. I’m so sorry.”
“Water under the bridge, Michael,” Phillip charitably said, displaying much more courtesy than Michael deserved.
“All is forgiven,” Anne added, her gaze kind and reassuring.
“Fanny looks healthy,” Michael said. “Take care of her for me. And Thomas, too. Watch over them.”
“I will,” Phillip said. “Don’t worry.”
“Notify me when the baby arrives, and if they need anything, contact me at once.”
“I heard about that school in Cornwall,” Anne mentioned, “that you shut it down and brought the boys back with you. What will you do with them?”
“For now, they’re at Henley Hall, and we’ve sent out letters to their families, but I may keep them at the estate. I’m starting a school of my own—in the Dower House. It hasn’t been used in years. The ones who don’t go home can stay there.”
“I’m proud of you.”
“There’s no need to be.”
Her praise embarrassed him. There should be no congratulations for his doing the right thing.
“Are you happy, Anne?” he asked, even though he could see the answer.
“Very.”
“I’m glad you did this. I’m glad you picked Phillip.”
“So am I.”
He would have liked to hug her, but they’d never enjoyed that sort of easy affection.
“What will you two do now?” he queried.
“We’re going to spend Christmas here with Fanny and Thomas,” Phillip said, “and we’ll wait until the baby is born in the spring. Then we’re off to Italy for our honeymoon.”
“I’m jealous.”
He forced a smile, wishing he was going to Italy, wishing he was going somewhere where he was wanted, where he was needed.
“And how about you?” Anne said. “What will you do with yourself?”
“I have to visit Henley Hall, to deal with all those boys. Then...I haven’t decided. I guess I still have to marry. I suppose I’ll fuss with it again.”
“But not to Rebecca?”
“No. Definitely not Rebecca. Not after what she did to Thomas.”
He was too chagrinned to admit that he had nowhere to go for the holidays. He refused to return to the Duke’s, and he’d like to have remained in the country with Phillip and Anne, with Fanny and Thomas, but he’d squandered their good will.
“I didn’t intend for any of this to occur,” he told them, desperately yearning to confess. “I loved Fanny. I realize it sounds foolish now, but I wanted you to understand that I truly cared for her.”
“We know you did,” Anne said.
He went over to his horse, and he retrieved a small box from the saddle.
He handed it to Anne.
“What is it?” she inquired.
“It’s a Christmas gift for Fanny.”
Anne frowned at Phillip, a silent communication passing between them as to whether they should give it to her or not. It was wrong for him to leave a gift for Fanny, and they all knew it.
“You don’t need to tell her it’s from me,” he offered.
Phillip took it from Anne, and he stared at the wrapping as if trying to peer through it to the inside.
“It’s something very dear to her,” Michael explained, “that she had to sell for cash a few years ago, when they were very poor. I located it for her, and I thought she might like to have it back.”
Phillip considered, then agreed. “I’ll see that she gets it.”
“I’d appreciate it.”
“And I have something for you,” Phillip said. He reached into his coat and pulled out an envelope.
“What is it?”
“It’s a copy of an old letter from one of my father’s spurned lovers. She was a princess he seduced once upon a time.”
“Really? Why show it to me?”
“Anne and I talked it over, and we decided you should have it. Let’s just say that—if the contents are true—it will make you doubly glad that you’re not marrying Rebecca.”
“What are you trying to tell me?”
“Read the letter,” Phillip urged. “You’ll understand.”
Michael nodded, then mounted his horse.
“Write to me,” Anne insisted. “Keep me informed of where you are and what’s happening with you.”
“I will,” Michael replied, though he would never correspond with her.
If they remained cordial, there’d be chatty notes about Anne’s life, which would include news he couldn’t bear of Fanny and his child.
What if, someday, Fanny fell in love and married another man? What if he ended up raising Michael’s son? Michael would die of agony. Better to never hear, to never know.
He clicked the reins, and his horse trotted down the lane toward the road. As he was swallowed up by the trees, he drew to a halt, and glanced over his shoulder.
Phillip and Anne were just going in, arm in arm, whispering, their heads pressed close. The door was shut behind them, and Michael scanned the windows, hoping he might catch a final glimpse of Fanny, but she was nowhere to be found.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
“Miss Camilla,” the butler said, looking extremely agitated, “I need you down in the parlor. Now!”
“What’s the matter?”
“Lord Henley is here, and he’s...he’s...taking inventory.”
“Inventory of what?”
“The furniture. He has several clerks with him, and they’re jotting down assessed value.
Henley was downstairs? He was snooping through her belongings?
The nerve!
“Did he say why?”
“No and I don’t have the authority to toss him out.”
She sighed with aggravation. “I’ll be right down.”
“Thank you.”
At her party the prior evening, she’d had too much to drink, and she was feeling poorly. She yanked a brush through her hair, and swiped some color on her cheeks and lips, then she started down, but as she swept into the parlor, the scene was every bit as bizarre as the butler had described.
Henley was standing in the middle of the floor while three men proceeded to inspect her possessions as if they planned on taking them.
“Henley, what are you doing?” she cried.
Over in the corner, a clerk was riffling through her desk, and suddenly, he chirped, “I’ve found it, milord. I’ve got it.”
“You’re certain?” Henley asked.
“Yes.”
Henley went over to scrutinize what the man was holding, and Camilla frowned. It seemed to be her copy of the contract that had given her the house and allowance in exchange for custody of Thomas.
“Yes, this is it. Good work.” Henley stuffed it into his jacket.
“What was that?” Camilla demanded. “What have you taken? Why have you come?”
“I’m here to right a few wrongs,” Henley cryptically replied, “and we’re selling the house.”
“Selling the...house? You can’t. You gave it to me.”
“We didn’t give it to you, Miss Carrington. We simply let you live here.”
“So...what are you planning? Are you buying me another?”
She rippled with anticipation, as she imagined something newer and bigger. Perhaps they were so delighted with Thomas that she was being rewarded!
“No, we’re not,” he responded. “In fact, I’m giving you notice.”
“Notice of what?”
“You have to move.”
“Move? But where would I go?”
“Anywhere you want. I don’t care.”
Swiftly, she calculated the income she received from the Wainwrights and how insufficient it was to cover her expenses. If she had to begin paying rent, how would she get by?
This was a disaster!
“You expect me to take on my own housing costs?”
“Yes.”
“But how will I afford it?”
“Fortunately, that is not my concern.”
“My allowance will never stretch that far.”
“Your allowance...” he reflected. “Did I neglect to inform you that it’s ending?”
She gasped. “You can’t stop it.”
“Yes, I can.” He looked at the men. “Would you go upstairs and complete the inventory? Be thorough, would you? When she vacates the premises, I don’t want her to take anything that’s not hers. I need a meticulous record.”
They scurried out, and as their footsteps faded, he closed the parlor door.
“Do you ever wonder where your sister is?”
“Fanny? No.”
“Do you ever worry as to how she might be faring?”
“Why would I?
“Why would you, indeed?”
“It’s a rough world out there for a single woman,” Camilla declared. “I can’t help it if she has no idea how to carry on. She certainly had plenty of suggestions for me after my parents died. She was so sure that she knew it all; if she’s followed her own advice, I’m positive she’s thriving.”
He stared at her as if she were vermin, as if she were a bug he’d like to squash. “I’m curious as to why—when you were aware that she was pregnant and destitute—you tossed her out on the street without so much as a coat to keep her warm.”
On the night she’d evicted Fanny, Camilla had been humored to have tormented her sister, but she supposed others might view her conduct as appalling.
Not that she’d admit as much to an ass like Henley.
“Fanny came to you,” he charged, “because she was desperate. And you threw her out because...?”
“I didn’t throw her out,” Camilla lied, determined to brazen it out. “She claimed she didn’t need my help. She left on her own.”
He snorted with incredulity. “I’m tired of supporting you. You have exhausted my generosity.”
“What generosity is that? I gave you my son, and in exchange, you gave me money and a house.”
“And now I’m taking them back.”
The remark rang like a death knell, frightening her, riveting her. “We had a deal, Henley. You promised.”
“Did I? Where is your proof?”
He gestured to the empty drawer that had contained the contract that was now inside his coat.
“Give me those papers!” she seethed.
She hurried toward him and wrestled to retrieve them, but he easily held her at bay while he pitched the document on the fire. She gaped in horror as it quickly burned to ashes.
As the final scrap vanished, he released her, and she lurched away, wheezing, “Why? Why?”
“Because you’re cruel and heartless.”
“But you have my son. You were paying me for him.”
“It seems I’ve changed my mind.”
“Then I want him back.”
“Sorry, but you can’t have him.”
“You can’t keep a boy from his mother,” she blustered.
“Can’t I?”
“I’ll fight you in the courts. I’ll tell everyone how you cheated me.”
“Can you actually think there’s a lawyer in the kingdom who would dare to go against my family? If you could hire such a stupid man, can you actually assume anyone would believe you over me?”
“I’ll say you kidnapped Thomas,” she boasted. “I’ll say I’m grief-stricken, and they’ll return him to me.”
“Please try. I would love to hear your defense as to why you suppose you’re a fit mother.”
They stared, combatants in a war she could never win. How had this happened? He was a Wainwright. Why had she trusted him to keep his word? Her entire life was ruined in an instant.
“What am I to do?” she inquired. “I have no funds. I have nowhere to go.”
“Ah...just like your sister, when you abandoned her in the country.”
Camilla saw red. If Fanny was his weak spot, then Fanny was the way to manipulate him.
“Fanny wouldn’t want you to be awful to me.”
“Fanny will never know.”
“I’ll inform her. She’ll be upset.”
“You’ll have to find her first.”
Camilla scowled. If Henley evicted her, she would need a place to stay. She’d have to worm her way back into Fanny’s good graces so that Fanny would assist her, but after Fanny had fled Camilla’s home, Camilla hadn’t thought about her once. She could be anywhere. How would Camilla locate her?
“Where is she?” she asked, feigning concern. “What have you done with her? If you’ve harmed her, by God, you’ll rue the day.”
“Idle threats, Miss Carrington.”
He spun to go, and she was incensed by his disregard. She hated him for loving Fanny, as John had never loved her, Camilla. It wasn’t fair, and Camilla wanted to lash out, wanted to make Henley regret that he’d cared for Fanny, and as he reached for the door, she panicked.
She hadn’t said anything she meant to say, hadn’t proffered a single clever argument that might alter his decision.
“Wait!” she begged. “Let’s talk this out.”
“No.”
“Please.”
She laid a hand on his arm, and he shook it off.
“I don’t want to resolve it,” he said. “In fact, I don’t want to hear from you ever again. Don’t contact us; don’t pester us. Just go away.”
“I’ll pester you every bloody minute.”
“Then we’ll have you arrested and transported.”
“I am Thomas’s mother, but you’re throwing me out on the streets!”
“I certainly am.”
“How soon? How soon must I be out?”
“When your sister came here with Thomas, when she was in trouble and alone and afraid, how long did you tell her she could stay with you?”
“A month.”
“Yet you kicked her out the same day.”
“It was a...a...misunderstanding.”
“Well, I will show you a bit more mercy. You may have a month—as you originally offered to your sister. I’ll be back in thirty days to change the locks. Be sure you’re gone before I arrive.”
“But...but...”
He walked out, and she chased him into the foyer.
“I’ll be destitute!”
“That, Miss Carrington, is not my problem.”
“Bastard!” she hissed.
“Aren’t I, though?”
He strolled out, chuckling as he went.

“Where is everyone?” Rebecca fumed.
“It’s still early,” the Duke counseled. “Calm down.”
“The invitation was for seven. It’s half past.”
“It’s early,” he insisted, “now be silent. No one would dare snub me. They’ll be here, or I’ll know why.”
Her temper flared. It was to have been the greatest moment of her life—again—and the Wainwrights had ruined it—again.
That morning, she and the Duke had married, in a private ceremony in the front parlor. Her dream had been realized, her wedding supper about to commence. Why wasn’t she ecstatic? Why wasn’t she gloating?
She was so wretched! And she still had the wedding night to get through.
When she’d hinted to the Duke that perhaps they could delay the consummation until they were better acquainted, he’d simply laughed and told her to be quiet.
The butler entered, carrying a note on a silver platter, and she didn’t have to look at it to know that it was another letter of regret.
He approached, and when she reached for the envelope, he curtly said, “This one is specifically addressed to His Grace.”
Nose in the air, he marched by her and handed it to the Duke, and the Duke ripped it open. On reading the contents, he roared, “How dare she! How bloody dare she!”
He hurled his brandy glass against the wall, then he stormed from the room. As he passed the hearth, he crumpled the note and pitched it into the fire, but it bounced off the marble edge.
She walked over and picked it up, pressed out the wrinkles, and saw that it was from Anne. The Duke had been bragging over how she would slither home for his wedding, but apparently, he didn’t know his daughter quite as well as he assumed.
Your Grace, Anne had written, I am tickled to inform you that I will miss your wedding supper. Since you specifically mentioned that your invitation doesn’t include my husband, I’m sure I’ll be too busy to attend you. From this point on, I shall always
be too busy to attend you. Congratulations on your marriage. I hope it brings you just what you deserve.
“’Just what you deserve...’” Rebecca mused aloud.
She was certain the phrase was meant as an insult, but she couldn’t decide who was being maligned—herself or the Duke—and she added Anne to the growing list of people from whom she would spend her life extracting retribution.
Suddenly, from down the hall, she heard the Duke cursing in his library, and she hurried after him, wondering what new catastrophe had occurred.
“What is it?” she asked as she swept in. “What now?”
He was clutching the newspaper, ripping it to shreds, and his expression was so filled with hatred that she blanched.
“That bloody child!” he bellowed. “That bloody school!”
“What child? What school?”
“Will that boy forever plague me? Will those Carringtons forever inflict themselves on my peace and sanity?”
He stomped to the fire and tossed the torn pages into the flames. Stunned by the outburst, Rebecca silently observed his antics, when he whipped around and advanced on her.
“This is all your fault,” he charged, malice in his gaze.
“My fault! What have I done?”
“I told you to find a school—the smallest, farthest, most inexpensive institution available.”
“I did. I found exactly that.”
“But Michael found it, too,” he shouted, “and it’s in all the papers.”
“What is?”
“Evidently, this...this...school was one step above a torture chamber. Michael had the authorities close it down, and he’s taken all the students to Henley Hall.”
“So?”
“He’s said we sanctioned and directed the abuse and that we are the major financial benefactors.”
“Well, I did give them a hefty stipend when they agreed to accept Thomas.”
“Ah!” the Duke wailed. “Michael tattled about my fiscal troubles. He’s claimed I was trying to deny the boy his inheritance so that I could keep the money myself.”
“Weren’t you?”
“Shut up!
“Is that why no one came to my wedding supper? Is that why we’re being shunned?”
“What do you think? I’ve been destroyed—by my own son, my own flesh and blood. How could he do this to me?”
He was pounding his fist on the desk, a habit he enjoyed too much, and over the noise, Rebecca was frantic to strategize a solution, when footsteps sounded in the hall. The butler strutted in.
“Lord Henley is here, Your Grace. Will you see him?”
“So he’s come to grovel, has he? Send him in at once.” As the butler fetched him, the Duke smirked at Rebecca. “Watch and learn from the master. Let it be a lesson to you in our marriage: Don’t cross me.”
Michael strolled in, looking haughty and proud and not cowed in the least, and as he marched over to his father, Rebecca was disconcerted.
Handsome, vigorous Michael should have been her husband, and as she stared at the much older Duke, it dawned on her that she’d chosen her spouse for all the wrong reasons.
Shortly, she would have to climb upstairs with the Duke, would have to lie down and let him do unspeakable things to her, and she couldn’t help but ponder how much more palatable it would have been with Michael as her partner.
Why couldn’t anything go right? She was already regretting her marriage and it was only nine hours old!
The Duke seized the offensive. “I presume you are here to apologize?”
“No.”
“To beg my forgiveness?”
“No.”
“Then congratulate me on my marriage.” Regally, he nodded his head. “You may begin.”
“You married her?”
“Yes, I did,” the Duke preened. “After you jilted her, someone had to uphold the family honor.”
“Oh, this is priceless.”
Michael chuckled, not behaving at all as the Duke had envisioned, and the Duke was so furious that he was quivering with wrath.
“I would hear your congratulations. Immediately!”
“I have none to share,” Michael retorted. “None that would be sincere anyway.”
“Are you insulting us?” Rebecca inquired, aghast at his discourtesy.
“Yes.”
“I am the Duchess of Clarendon. I am your new stepmother”—this last had him guffawing aloud—“and you will show me the respect I am due.”
“But I don’t feel you are due any respect.”
“Ooh...you horrid, horrid man!” she squealed. “I realize that I asked you to our wedding supper, but I am rescinding the invitation.”
“You invited me to supper?”
“Yes, and I wish I hadn’t.”
“I received no invitation, and if I had, I wouldn’t have accepted.”
She was delighted to note that his rudeness had finally gotten the Duke’s attention. She hadn’t wanted to invite either Michael or Anne, and it was humorous to have them both defying him. He was astounded by Michael’s contempt and confused about how to regain the upper hand.
“You...you...ungrateful wretch,” the Duke sputtered. “You’ve spuriously ruined my good name—“
“Trust me: It wasn’t that highly regarded.”
“—and now, you would...would refuse to dine with me?”
“Absolutely,” Michael replied, “and here is how it will be between us from this point on.”
“Are you planning to order me about? Me? Your father and lord?”
“Yes.”
“I will not stand for it.”
“I don’t care,” Michael said.
“You will contact the papers, you will issue retractions, you will—“
“What you did to Thomas was despicable, and it shames me that you and I have the same blood running in our veins.”
“The child is a leech, a parasite on my wealth, a blight on my status. I told John, and I am telling you, that you will not speak of him in my presence.”
“I can’t believe you have the gall to admit your duplicity: John wanted to help Thomas, and you prevented him.”
“Yes,” he bragged. “I thwarted his every attempt at aid, and I’m not sorry.”
To Rebecca’s astonishment, Michael rounded the desk, until he and his father were toe to toe, and for a brief instant, it seemed that Michael would strike him. His fists were clenched, his feet braced.
The Duke, too, was worried that a blow was imminent. He kept glancing to the side, as if searching for an escape route.
“Thomas is your grandson,” Michael seethed, “but you’re too much of an ass to recognize what a gift he is.”
“A gift? Ha!”
“I have notified his bankers, lawyers, and estate agent that you’re a thief. You’ll never be allowed within stealing range of his money or property ever again.”
“Do you actually suppose you can keep me from doing whatever I please?”
“Yes. You will never see Thomas again. You will never talk to him again. You will never so much as ponder him in your twisted, loathsome head.”
“And what if I don’t heed you?” the Duke queried. “What will you do?”
“I will kill you. I’ll kill you for John, as retribution for your many cruelties to his young son. If he’s watching me from Heaven, I’m certain he’ll be thrilled.”
“Don’t threaten me,” the Duke blustered.
“Then don’t push me, because in my current state, a bit of patricide sounds like a marvelous idea.”
“Get out of my house.”
“I intend to. I only stopped by so I could tell you to your face that I’m never coming back. Fanny once predicted that you’d die old and alone. I’m betting she’ll get her wish.”
“Well, you’ll be betting wrong, for I won’t be alone. Rebecca will stay with me. Rebecca will always be by my side.”
The vows were just sinking in—the ‘til death do us part phrase seeming particularly pertinent—and the notion of caring for him as he aged was repulsive.
At the prospect, she must have appeared stricken, because Michael laughed.
“Rebecca will be with you? Good luck, Father. You’ll definitely need it.” He reached into his coat to retrieve a piece of paper, and he tossed it on the desk.
“What is that?” Rebecca inquired.
“It’s an old letter—from your mother to the Earl of Trent. Phillip gave it to me. Consider it my wedding gift to the two of you.”
“A letter? Why would my mother write to Charles Sinclair?”
“Ask the Duke. I’m sure he’ll be happy to explain it to you.”
The Duke was already scanning the words, and suddenly, he started to shriek, “No...no...no... It can’t be true!”
“What does she say?” Rebecca demanded to know.
“Your mother,” Michael gleefully declared, “confesses to having had an affair with Trent. About twenty-one years ago—which would have been the year before you were born.”
Her heart hammered against her ribs. “Are you claiming that my mother and Trent...that Trent might have...that I could have been...”
The possibility was too hideous to voice aloud.
“Yes, precisely,” Michael said. “You don’t have the birthmark on your wrist, or the green eyes, but your mother seemed very sure, and I suppose the woman involved would know best.” He grinned at the Duke. “Just imagine, Your Grace: Whenever you look at her, you’ll wonder if she’s the daughter of your worst enemy.”
“Get out!” the Duke raged. “Get out! Get out!”
“Gladly,” Michael consented.
He sauntered off, and as the front door was shut behind him, a frightening silence descended. She peeked at the Duke, and he rippled with wild emotions she couldn’t identify.
“What are you staring at?” he hissed.
“Are you all right?”
“I’m just dandy.”
“You seem a tad...distraught.”
For an eternity, he glared at her, then he commanded, “Go up to my bedchamber.”
“Why?”
“I’m ready to consummate my marriage.”
She gulped. “Now?”
“Yes. No one’s coming to your stupid party, so I might as well put the time to better use.”
“Now?” she repeated. “But...but...”
“Go!” he shouted with such force that the chandelier rattled.
She whirled around and fled up the stairs.

“By gad,” Phillip mused, “I think I found them.”
“Who?”
Fanny smiled at her brother. After a long, marvelous day, Christmas night was winding to a conclusion. A hot fire burned in the grate, and snowflakes were falling outside. Thomas was asleep on the rug.
She was tired, too, but pleasantly so.
Phillip had been reading one of Charles’s old journals, and he pointed to a page in the book that was balanced on his lap.
“Twin girls, born the same year you were.”
Sisters! Sisters her own age! At the splendid notion, Fanny’s pulse raced.
“Are you positive?”
“Yes.”
“What are their names?”
“Helen and Harriet Stewart.”
“Do you know where they’re living?”
“Not currently, but I guess I’ll have to find out.”
“I’ll help you.”
“I was hoping you would.” Phillip chuckled quietly. “I’ll let you break the news to them. If they haven’t learned the truth about their ancestry, it can be shocking, so it might be easier coming from you than from me.”
They’d lapsed into a companionable silence, when Phillip mentioned, “I have something for you. I’d almost forgotten.”
“What is it?”
He extracted a small box from his coat and handed it to her. It was wrapped in pretty gold paper and tied with a green ribbon that was the exact color of her eyes.
“It’s from Michael.”
“He sent me a gift?”
“Actually, he left it for you, when he came with Thomas. He said it was something you’d cherished but lost.”
She gaped at it, unnerved, anxious about what it indicated. Why would he give her a present? Why would he have been thinking of her at all?
He was who he was, a product of his culture and upbringing. He would never marry without his father’s approval, and he would never have changed for her. It was like expecting a horse to become a duck. A continuing relationship simply hadn’t been possible, and she had to move on, had to stop wondering: what if?
What if he’d loved her enough to throw off the restrictions that ruled his life? What if he’d chosen her instead of duty and obligation? What if he’d wed for love and affection rather than wealth and station?
There was no explanation that made sense, and it was fruitless to agonize over questions that had no answers.
She tugged on the ribbon and tore away the paper, and as she peered inside, the sight was so surprising, that it took her a moment to realize what she was seeing.
“Oh, my Lord,” she breathed. “It’s my mother’s wedding ring.”
“Really?”
“I had to sell it years ago, when our situation was very dire.”
“I can’t picture him finding it for you.”
“Neither can I. It was the worst time for me...the very worst time.”
“You told him about it?”
“Yes, but I can’t believe he remembered. Did he say how he retrieved it? Or why?”
“No. He just asked me to give it to you. He said he thought you’d like to have it back.”
“Oh, yes...oh, yes...”
She slipped it onto her finger, and she studied it, desperate to unravel the precious gesture.
Why had he done it? Was it merely a method of apologizing for past sins? Or was it a more personal comment? And if so, what message was he trying to convey?
“So...” Phillip tentatively ventured, “you’re pleased?”
“I’m very, very pleased.”
Fanny smiled, feigning calm, but her mind reeled.
What did it mean? What did it mean?


CHAPTER THIRTY
Michael walked down the lane from the Dower House, and as he approached the main entrance to Henley Hall, he was amazed and inordinately thrilled to see Phillip’s carriage parked out front.
He’d thought Phillip had gone to Italy on his honeymoon, and he was tickled to find his friend still in England. Apparently, Michael had been sufficiently forgiven that Phillip would deign to visit. Perhaps Anne was with him, too.
The brisk February wind whipped at his coat, and he increased his pace, anxious to be inside. For weeks, he’d been fussing with the boys he’d rescued in Cornwall, had been occupied with getting them calmed and situated, and he’d relish the chance—for a change—to socialize with adults.
He raced into the foyer, smiling for what seemed the first time in an eternity. As he shed his winter garments and proceeded toward the front parlor, he was absurdly eager for the pending meeting.
He opened the door and hurried in, but immediately, he stumbled to a halt when he encountered not only Phillip, as he’d expected, but Thomas, too. Michael was so stunned that he could hardly believe his eyes. In light of their horrid parting, he had doubted that he’d ever see his nephew again.
“Thomas?” he sputtered, as if the boy were an apparition.
“Hello, Uncle Michael.”
Michael studied him, relieved to note that he appeared content and at ease, that he resembled the child he’d previously been before Rebecca and the Duke had gotten hold of him.
His improved condition confirmed Michael’s decision to give Thomas back to Fanny. She’d swiftly reversed the ill effects of Thomas’s brief stint with the Wainwright side of his family.
“This is a marvelous surprise,” Michael said, elated when Phillip reached out and clasped his hand.
“Hello, Michael.”
“Is Anne with you?”
“She’s upstairs, resting. I hope you don’t mind.”
“No, no, of course not. Is she all right?”
“She’s tired from the journey.”
Thomas leaned forward and whispered, “She’s having a baby.”
“A...baby!”
“I’m not supposed to know.”
Michael grinned. “I’m delighted, Phillip. Just delighted.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s a bit of a shock.”
“That would be putting it mildly. I’m going to be a father, a fact which I’m convinced will send the earth spinning off its axis. I’m still trembling with alarm.”
Michael chuckled and collapsed onto the nearest sofa, and he gestured to the one opposite. Phillip and Thomas sat across from him.
“What brings you all this way on such a cold winter afternoon—besides to share the news that I’m to be an uncle again? Are you planning to stay for awhile? I would love the company.”
“Actually,” Phillip replied, “this trip was Thomas’s idea, and he has something he wishes to tell you.”
Phillip raised a brow, which piqued Michael’s curiosity. Michael straightened and faced his nephew.
“My goodness, this sounds serious.”
“It is,” Thomas said, and he stood.
He seemed so dignified in his blue coat, short pants, and shined shoes. With his dark hair slicked back, his blue eyes staring so intently, it was difficult to look at him and not be battered by memories of John at the same age.
“Uncle Phillip and I have been talking,” Thomas started.
“About what?”
“We’ve been discussing Miss Frances Carrington.”
“Have you?”
“Yes, and we feel that we should speak to you about her.”
At hearing him mention Fanny, Michael was extremely uncomfortable. There wasn’t an hour in the day where he didn’t reminisce about her, about the terrible things he’d done, and what might have been if he wasn’t such a despicable, undependable ass.
He glanced over at Phillip, wondering what was coming, but Phillip’s expression was inscrutable.
“What is it you would like to say?” Michael inquired.
“My Grandpa Carrington died a long time ago, so Uncle Phillip and I are her male relatives.”
“That’s true.”
“So we have to watch out for her. We have to determine what’s best.”
“And what have you determined?”
“She’s going to have a baby, too, so she needs to get married.” He paused, then added, “We think she should get married to you. Would you like to ask her?”
Michael peeked over at Phillip again, and his friend merely shrugged.
“I told you it was Thomas’s idea.”
“What is your opinion?” Michael inquired.
“He might be on to something,” Phillip responded, “which is why I agreed to bring him here.”
Thomas continued, “Uncle Phillip says that you have to pick a certain type of woman to be your bride, but you couldn’t find anyone better than Aunt Fanny. She would be perfect for you.”
“She would?”
“Yes. I wrote down all the reasons why. Would you like to hear them?”
Michael couldn’t refuse. He nodded, and Thomas searched through his coat and retrieved a piece of paper from an inside pocket. He unfolded it and read, “She’s very pretty and very smart. And she’s patient, and she never gets angry, and she never complains about anything. Not even when I spill my milk or track in mud, and she likes children and dogs.”
“My, my,” Michael pretended to muse, “what an impressive list.”
“She doesn’t ride horses very well, though, and she’s not a good singer. She tries, but she’s not very good. I figured you should know.”
“I suppose a man could do without a lot of horse riding and singing.”
“She’s been awfully sad,” Thomas said, “since she lived here last summer. You weren’t very kind to her.”
Michael sighed. “No, I wasn’t.”
Thomas was somber and accusing. “If you told her you were sorry, she’d forgive you. I’m sure of it.”
How refreshing it would be to view life from a child’s perspective! Thomas assumed a simple apology would wipe away betrayal and treachery and heartbreak.
Michael wished it were so, wished he could utter the words I’m sorry and repair the damage he’d wrought, but he’d sinned against her so egregiously that atonement would never be possible. There weren’t enough words in the world to excuse his behavior, and he wouldn’t embarrass himself by trying to justify his conduct.
He rose from the sofa, and he stepped to Thomas and rested his hand on the top of Thomas’s head.
“You’re a good boy, Thomas. Your father would be proud of the person you’ve turned out to be.”
“Really?”
“Yes, very proud.”
Thomas smiled shyly, obviously pleased by the compliment. “What is your answer, Uncle Michael? Will you marry my Aunt Fanny?”
Thomas gazed up at him, hopeful and expectant and so certain that his remarks had swayed his uncle. Michael couldn’t bear to disappoint him, but he couldn’t explain what he’d done to Fanny. The story was too sordid for his young ears.
Michael peered over at Phillip, seeking assistance, but Phillip was no help at all. He shrugged again.
“I’ve always thought you should wed her,” Phillip said. “If you recall, we once fought—quite viciously—over this very issue.”
Michael snorted in reply, then went to the window, and he leaned against the sill, staring out at the snow-covered park behind the house. His mind reeled as he tried to deduce how to gently decline Thomas’s request, but his rumination was interrupted as his attention was caught by movement on one of the snowy trails. A woman was walking, bundled in a heavy green cloak, a fur hat concealing her identity.
He focused in, studying her, and his pulse began to race.
Could it be?
He whipped around. “Is Fanny with you?”
“Yes.”
“Does she know what we’ve been discussing?”
Both Thomas and Phillip shook their heads, and Phillip said, “She wanted to thank you for retrieving her mother’s wedding ring.”
“In case you were wondering,” Thomas noted, “she’s not angry with you anymore.”
Thomas was chattering away, probably expounding on Fanny’s positive attributes, but Michael had stopped listening. He stumbled across the room to the French windows that led onto the verandah, and he staggered out, the frigid temperature biting into his skin, but he scarcely noticed.
Watching her every second, he ran to the stairs and jumped down into the yard, hurrying toward her, and she kept coming, too, approaching until they were toe to toe. He’d planned to murmur a greeting of welcome, but he was as tongue-tied as a green lad with his first girl.
She tugged off her hat and smiled up at him, her beautiful hair tumbling down her back. Her cheeks and nose were red from the cold, and she looked pretty and young and as wholesome as she’d been that summer day all those months ago. A warm rush of remembered affection swept through him.
“Hello, Lord Henley,” she said.
“Call me Michael.”
“It’s freezing out, and you’ve forgotten your coat.”
“I can’t believe you’re here.”
“Your home is lovely.”
“I’m so glad you came.”
The conversation was the most awkward that had ever been attempted. There were so many comments swirling around inside him, so many things he needed to tell her, that he couldn’t form a single sentence.
“I wanted to thank you,” she finally stated.
“For what?”
“For finding my mother’s ring. How did you?”
“I was passing through your old village last fall, and...” He trailed off, uncomfortable with what the gesture indicated about his continuing infatuation, and he flushed with embarrassment. “Every person I spoke to knew the vicar’s wife had it.”
“When I had to sell it, I was crushed.” She raised her hand, the gold band shining on her finger. “This means so much to me.”
“I suspected it might.”
“It was just so kind of you.”
“It was nothing.”
“I have to know something.”
“What is it?”
“Why did you do it?” She chuckled miserably. “I’ve been driving myself mad with speculating.”
He supposed he could have made some frivolous declaration about friendship or repayment, but there was only one reason he’d found it for her and that was because he loved her. He’d always loved her, and he’d recognized how much she would cherish the gift. In giving it to her, he’d hoped it would show, in some small way, how often he thought of her, how sorry he was.
“Why would you think I did it, you silly goose?”
“I have no idea, but I had to visit so I could ask you why.”
“I was just talking about you with our nephew.”
“About me? Why?”
“He told me that he’s the man of the family now—he and Phillip.”
“They’re very close, as close as you and he used...” She cut off and glanced down.
“I know: as close as he and I used to be. He’s so much better. I’m so glad I brought him to you.”
“I prayed that you’d let me have him, but I never really imagined it would happen. You always seem to understand exactly what I want.”
He did understand—what she wanted and what she needed. He’d convinced himself that he couldn’t have her, that it was impossible for them to be together. But why was it wrong? Because his father decreed it? Because his father’s stuffy peers might not approve? Their harsh opinions were ludicrous and couldn’t be the ones that mattered.
The period he’d spent with her had been the only time he’d been happy, the only time he’d been content. In coming to treasure her as he had, love’s promise had been realized.
He had hurt and betrayed her, had turned his back on her as if she meant nothing to him, but in the process, he’d learned a hard lesson. A life without her was no life at all. A life without her wasn’t worth living.
Was he a coward? Would he blithely relinquish the only thing he’d ever truly wanted? For what? For an arranged marriage and decades of misery? For an acceptable match with an appropriate woman? And who would that be? Another spoiled, fussy aristocrat’s daughter like Rebecca?
When he recollected the man he’d been before meeting Fanny, he was shocked at how ridiculous he must have seemed to her.
He was his father’s son, was the driven, powerful individual he’d been raised to be, but he was someone else, too, someone considerate and caring and devoted. It had taken an illicit affair with Fanny to make him comprehend that he could be anyone he wanted to be.
He could love Fanny. He could have Fanny for his own. Who was there to tell him no?
Daring all, he reached out and took her hand, delighted that she didn’t pull away.
“Our nephew felt duty-bound—as your male relative—to speak to me on your behalf.”
She looked panicked. “On what topic?”
“He pointed out that you’re about to have a baby, so he believes you should wed.”
She blushed from head to toe. “He said that to you?”
“Yes. Will you marry me?”
“What?” She gasped.
He went down on one knee. “I love you. Will you marry me?”
“Are you insane?”
“Of course not. Are you assuming I’ve proposed on the spur of the moment, without a bit of reflection?”
“Yes.”
“Well, give me a little credit, would you? I’ve wanted to ask you for ages, but I didn’t know how. I was certain you’d refuse me.”
“But what about your father and your position and...and...”
“I don’t care about any of it anymore.”
“You’re not serious.”
“I am, too.”
“You have to marry for money. You have to marry an heiress; you said so.”
“I’ve changed my mind.”
“You have?”
“Yes. Anne’s trouble with her dowry has been solved by her marriage to Phillip, and as to everyone else, I can’t save the entire world. I’ve decided to let my father fix his own problems.”
“Oh...oh...”
“I love you,” he continued. “I’ve always loved you. I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”
“I already have, Michael.”
“I’ll spend the remainder of my life making it up to you. I swear it!”
She was trembling so violently that he was surprised her knees didn’t buckle.
“You don’t mean what you’re saying.”
“Yes, I do. I’ve had all these months to think about what I want.”
“And what is that?”
“I want you. None of the rest of it is important in the least. My father was wrong; I was wrong. Love is the only thing that matters. Loving you is the only thing that matters.”
He wrapped his arms around her waist and snuggled her to him, and through the soft wool of her cloak, he kissed her stomach.
“Let me be your husband. Let me be a father to this child we’ve created. And after he is born, let me give you another and another and another.”
She laid her palm on his cheek. “This is all so sudden.”
“It’s not sudden,” he insisted. “I’ve been waiting for it—for you!—forever.”
“Get up; get out of the snow.”
She urged him to his feet, and he rose, but he didn’t release her. Now that he was holding her again, he was determined to never let her go. He bent down and kissed her, sparks seeming to crackle between them.
She groaned and wrenched away.
“You’re making this so difficult,” she claimed.
“How? How am I making it difficult?”
“When I lived here before, I wasn’t even welcome in this accursed mansion. You kept me hidden from everyone you knew, and now...now...you’re offering it all to me as if the past never happened. How could I fit in? How can you truly want me to share this with you?”
“I’m a fool; I admit it. I’ve been an ass and a boor and a lout, but I’ve changed. You changed me.” He clasped her shoulders and gave her a slight shake. “If you refuse me, what will become of you? Will you putter around Phillip’s country house until you’re old and gray, with no home of your own and no father for your child?”
“I’m so confused.”
“Why is it so confusing? I love you and need you by my side. I’ve started a school—”
“I heard that you had.”
“—an excellent school, with wonderful teachers. Thomas could attend it, and you could help me with the other boys.”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“This is a good spot for you,” he said, pressing his advantage, desperate to convince her. “You’ll be safe and busy and fulfilled and happy. You’re wanted here—and needed—and I love you so much.”
For an eternity, she was quiet, pondering, and just when he’d decided she’d decline, just when he was positive she’d reject him, she vehemently said, “I want this. I want this for myself, but you’re scaring me. I’m afraid you’re not sincere. I’m afraid you’ll regret it in the future.”
“Fanny, do you actually suppose I could ever regret loving you?”
“Maybe not today, and maybe not tomorrow, but months and years from now, when you—”
He couldn’t listen to her litany of doubts, so he kissed her again, and he kept on and on, until her protests were silenced, her body relaxed against him.
“I will never regret it,” he vowed. “Never. Say yes.”
Up on the verandah, the door to the house opened, and they glanced over. Thomas had come out, and Phillip was standing behind him, watching them, a questioning look in his gaze.
“The men in your family,” Michael said, “need an answer, Fanny. What shall we tell them?”
Fanny stared at her nephew, at her brother, then she peered up at Michael.
“Promise me that you’ll never be sorry.”
“I promise.”
“Promise me that it’s forever.”
“I swear to you that it’s forever.”
“I want to stay here with you. I want to raise our children together and be gloriously happy every second.”
“And you shall be. I intend to see to it.”
“Then, yes. Yes, I will marry you.”
“Are you sure?” Michael asked. “Once you agree, I won’t let you back out.”
Fanny took his hands in her own. Her skin was icy, and she was shivering. Her beautiful green eyes glowed with affection.
“I am very, very sure,” she murmured.
Michael nodded, so ecstatic that he was amazed his heart didn’t burst from his chest.
He smiled over at Thomas. “Did you hear that, Thomas?”
“No, Uncle Michael. What did she say?”
“She said...yes.”
“I knew it! I knew it, Uncle Michael. Didn’t I tell you she’d say yes? Didn’t I?”
“You certainly did, Thomas. You certainly did.”
There was a stunned pause, then Thomas whooped with glee and raced down the stairs to hug them both.
THE END
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PROLOGUE
Farnborough, England, 1810...
“What are you saying, exactly?”
On hearing the question, Miss Peabody stared across her desk at twin students, Helen and Harriet Stewart. The two sisters had attended her school since they were small girls, so she supposed she ought to have felt some sympathy over what she was about to do, but she had a profitable business to run.
The facility wasn’t an aid society for paupers.
She was a tad anxious about the information she had to impart, but she kept her expression carefully blank. It was the aspect of her position that she most loathed, dealing with the family dramas that clouded the lives of her pupils.
As headmistress, she had a duty to break bad news from home, and there was no easy way to convey catastrophe. A clean, brisk airing of the facts was always best.
“I’m saying,” Miss Peabody replied, “that you won’t be able to continue your education here.”
Helen frowned, gaping at Miss Peabody as if she’d spoken in a foreign language.
“Why?”
“Because neither your tuition nor your room and board has been paid in over a year. As I’ve often explained, we don’t accept charity cases. You’re aware of the rules.”
“Grandfather would have paid,” Helen loyally declared, “if he hadn’t been so sick all those months before he passed away. He probably didn’t realize the money was owed.”
“Perhaps,” Miss Peabody allowed, “but he didn’t pay, so the issue is moot.”
“You know that we’re waiting for Grandfather’s will to be read and probated. The bank draft should arrive any day.”
“The will has been read,” Miss Peabody tersely announced.
“And...?”
“You have no inheritance.”
Harriet gasped. “Grandfather didn’t provide for us?”
“No.”
“He swore he would. Last time I talked to him, he swore it to me.”
“Apparently”—Miss Peabody shrugged—“he forgot to make the necessary changes to the document.”
“But our Uncle Richard will be happy to—”
“I have corresponded with your uncle. He declines to cover the fees for the coming term, much less the arrears.”
“Why would he do that to us?”
“I’m not a clairvoyant, Miss Stewart. I couldn’t begin to guess.”
While she pretended lack of knowledge, Miss Peabody knew the reason. She wasn’t surprised by Richard Stewart’s decision, but it irked that she had to be dragged to the precipice of a conversation she was determined not to have.
For pity’s sake, Helen and Harriet were sixteen years old. Their mother had died when they were babies, and at the earliest opportunity, they’d been shipped off to Miss Peabody’s school. They’d never been invited home for Christmas or summer holidays, had never received familial visitors but for the annual trek made by their grandfather.
Surely, they understood why their relatives had always ignored them. Why their kin had forsaken them. Why should it be Miss Peabody’s job to shatter their illusions?
“Are we to go to Brookhaven then?” Helen asked. Brookhaven was the Stewart estate.
“I don’t believe so.”
“What are we to do?” Harriet queried. “What has our uncle instructed?”
“He has written you a letter.”
Miss Peabody had peeked at it, and she’d been disturbed by its cold tone. Though she could be ruthless herself when the situation called for it, the content was unduly harsh.
She retrieved the letter and handed it to Helen, watching silently as Helen perused it. Soon, Helen scowled, evidence that she hadn’t had a clue as to the truth.
“What does he say?” Harriet leaned toward her sister, trying to read over Helen’s shoulder.
“He says we’re not welcome at Brookhaven.”
“Not welcome?” Harriet was aghast. “But why?”
“He suggests that we travel to London and throw ourselves on the mercy of the...the...Earl of Trent?”
“Why would we do that?”
“He claims Lord Trent is our father.”
“That’s preposterous,” Harriet protested. “Our father was a gentleman farmer.”
“Uncle Richard insists not, and he maintains that it’s time for Lord Trent to support us—rather than the Stewarts.”
So, Miss Peabody mused, they didn’t know. No one had ever told them.
Both girls turned to Miss Peabody, their identical gazes dismayed and perplexed. With their striking emerald eyes, and their golden blond hair—hair that was the color of ripened wheat—they were very beautiful, and purportedly, the spitting image of their aristocratic sire.
And, of course, they possessed the birthmark, just above their left wrists, that was in the shape of a figure eight. It was referred to as the Mark of Trent and cited as proof of paternity by his cast-off children.
Lord Trent was England’s most notorious roué, and it was impossible to count how many women he had seduced.
As a young debutante, the twins’ long-deceased mother had succumbed to his charms, and now—all these years later—her sins were coming home to roost. Helen and Harriet would bear the brunt of her folly.
“Since we can’t go to Brookhaven,” Helen said, “may we stay here?”
“No.”
“Where are we to go?”
“You should follow your uncle’s advice,” Miss Peabody responded, “and contact Lord Trent. What other option do you have?”
“Are you mad?” Harriet rudely snapped. “Can you actually expect us to tot off to London and knock on the door of a strange nobleman we’ve never met?”
“Don’t take that attitude with me, Harriet.”
“You never liked us,” Harriet charged, leaping to her feet and pointing an accusing finger. “You’re being deliberately cruel.”
“Sit down. We will discuss this calmly, or we won’t discuss it, at all.”
Harriet appeared eager to quarrel, but Helen grabbed her arm and tugged her to her seat. Harriet was hot-headed, volatile and prone to trouble. Helen was the peacemaker of the two, the pragmatic sister, the sensible sister.
“Is my uncle’s revelation true?” Helen asked. “Is Lord Trent our father?”
“It has been the rumor,” Miss Peabody said.
“Why didn’t you tell us?”
“It was hardly up to me to inform you.”
“No, I suppose not.”
Helen peered at her lap, thinking and pondering, while Harriet fidgeted.
“What would you recommend?” Helen ultimately inquired. “If you were in our shoes, what would you do?”
“I’d probably go to Lord Trent.”
“And if we don’t wish to? What then?”
“You might stop at the rectory and talk to the vicar. He might help you to locate a position.”
“A...a...position!” Harriet sputtered. “Doing what?”
Helen shushed her and pressed, “If we don’t want to do that either?”
“Then...I haven’t the foggiest idea what will become of you.”
“May we remain here briefly—to plan and regroup?”
“I’m afraid not. While we were chatting, your bags were packed. They’re in the front foyer. I’d appreciate it if you’d leave before the other students return from their walk. I won’t have a big fuss made over your departure.”
The callous comment set a spark to Harriet’s temper. She jumped up again. “You old witch! You’ve never—”
“That’s enough!” Miss Peabody seethed. “I’ve been more than patient, but your tenure at my school is ended. I bid you good day.”
For a moment, Helen stared and fumed, then she stood and took her sister’s hand.
“Come, Harriet, let’s go.”
“Helen, don’t let her get away with this. There must be something we can do.”
Helen glanced over, searching Miss Peabody’s gaze, finding naught but firm resolve.
“No,” Helen said, “there’s nothing we can do. Let’s go!”
Without another word, and no murmur of farewell, Helen spun and led her furious sister from the room.
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