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            Chapter One

         

         
            Once upon a time there lived a mermaid who was very curious. Her name was Clio.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         September 1747

London, England

         Mary Whitsun did not like comely gentlemen. She knew it to be an un-Christian prejudice, but there it was nonetheless: she disapproved of and distrusted them. In her experience—not very extensive, it must be admitted, because she was not quite one and twenty—comely gentlemen tended to be aware of exactly how handsome they were. They were affected and flirtatious when a girl just wanted to mind her own business, and they had a tendency to become irate if she did not respond to their ridiculous overtures.

         And that was just common handsome gentlemen. An aristocratic handsome gentleman was far worse should he take it into his head to cast his supposed charms upon a woman such as she.

         Aristocrats were not used to hearing the word no—especially from maidservants.

         Thus it was with no small amount of vexation that Mary realized that an excruciatingly attractive aristocrat was watching her in her favorite bookstore.

         Bugger it all.

         It was her one full day off for the week, and she had planned to spend several lovely hours perusing the volumes for sale at Adams and Sons before a frugal luncheon at the nearby tea shop. She’d been saving for weeks just for this day, and she’d really rather not have it ruined by some spoiled rake.

         Mary moved behind a shelf, hoping that out of sight might mean out of mind for the fellow. She took down The History of Herodotus and pretended to scan the little book while keeping an eye on the shop door. Perhaps he’d leave the bookshop and then she could continue with—

         “Sweetheart, whatever are you about?”

         The male voice was soft and deep and murmured in her ear from right behind her.

         It was only by the greatest use of self-control that Mary didn’t shriek and fling poor Herodotus up in the air.

         Slowly she turned and leveled her very best nursery stare at the beautiful aristocrat. It was a stare that made small children immediately put away their toys and ready themselves for bed, but alas, it appeared to be ineffective on males over the age of two.

         The one in front of her was at least eight and twenty, and he merely grinned down at her and said, “Is it a wager of some sort?”

         When he smiled the comely aristocrat did the impossible and became even more attractive. He already had deep-blue eyes—set off wonderfully by a dark-blue coat, black waistcoat, and snowy white neckcloth—curling jet-black hair clubbed back into a tail, a strong jaw, and a wide, sensual mouth, but when the man smiled, he revealed white, even teeth and dimples on either side of his mouth.

         Typical.

         Mary placed Herodotus firmly back on the shelf and turned toward the shop door.

         “Wait!”

         There was no reason for her to stop and look at him at his command, and yet something compelled her to do just that.

         The handsome aristocrat wasn’t grinning anymore. In fact, he looked a bit puzzled.

         No doubt he wasn’t used to maidservants walking away from him.

         “This is a very odd sort of game,” he said.

         “I don’t consider it a game at all, sir,” she replied. “Good day.”

         “No, but wait,” he protested again, this time laying his hand on her arm.

         Mary stiffened. “Unhand me, sir.”

         “If I’d known you liked books, I would’ve escorted you here myself,” he said slowly, searching her face in the oddest manner. His gaze dropped to her gray linsey-woolsey gown and neat white apron. “Although I’m not sure why you’ve chosen that costume. Rather plain, isn’t it?”

         Mary frowned up at him. It was early in the day to be intoxicated, but one never knew with beautiful male aristocrats. They tended to be an undisciplined lot. “I’ll thank you not to make comment on my person, and I certainly don’t need you or anyone else to escort me to the bookshop, sir. Now let me go.”

         But instead of doing as she asked, he grasped her other arm and turned her so that she faced him. He bent his head, peering at her, black brows drawn together over his startling blue eyes. “Lady Joanna?”

         “That is quite enough,” Mary said in a firm tone. “You’ve had your amusement at my expense, sir, but now the jest has grown old. Let me go or I shall be forced to notify my employer. He is—”

         “You’re not Lady Joanna,” he interrupted her, having apparently not paid attention to a word she’d said.

         “I’m sorry to ask this, but were you dropped on your head as a child?” Mary inquired sweetly. “Because that would certainly explain the inability to follow a simple conversation.”

         He grinned. “No, you’re not Lady Joanna at all, are you, sweetheart? You’re much too fiery.”

         “I,” Mary enunciated with deep disapproval, “am not your sweetheart.”

         “Actually, that remains to be seen,” he muttered under his breath, which did not in any way calm Mary’s alarm. “What’s your name?”

         She stared at him, mutely. Perhaps she could wait him out.

         “Stubborn,” he said, possibly to himself, since he obviously wasn’t talking to her. “Very stubborn, but the eyes more than make up for it. And the wit. Good Lord, this is amazing…”

         She narrowed said eyes and opened her mouth to make a very cutting rejoinder, but he beat her to it.

         “May I introduce myself then? I am Henry Collins, Viscount Blackwell.”

         He made an elaborate and showy bow to her as if she were a lady.

         By the time he straightened, Mary knew her face was aflame. This was why she hated well-favored aristocrats so: they thought nothing of mocking poor girls for their own sport.

         “Are you done now, my lord?” she asked, her voice frozen.

         “No, I’m afraid not,” he said ruefully. “Look here, I don’t suppose you’ll let me escort you to…erm…your place of employment?”

         She arched an incredulous eyebrow.

         “No, naturally not,” he murmured. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re very, very suspicious?”

         “Not that I can remember.”

         “It’s just that I can’t let you go without finding out your name and where you live.”

         She sighed in absolute exasperation. “Why would I ever tell you those things?”

         “Because,” he said, those damnable dimples coming into devastating play again, “I’m almost certain that we’re meant to be engaged.”

         
              

         

         Henry felt the corners of his mouth quirk up as the little maidservant gave him a narrow-eyed, outraged look that wouldn’t be out of place on the countenance of a duchess.

         Or, well, the long-lost daughter of an earl.

         The girl before him had a very familiar face: large coffee-brown eyes, heavy mahogany hair, an oval face so perfect she could have posed for a medieval Madonna. She looked, in fact, exactly like his fiancée, Lady Joanna.

         And there the similarity between them ended.

         He’d grown up with Lady Joanna, considered her almost a sister. Lady Joanna was silly, sweet, and sometimes vaguely irritating.

         He’d long been used to the idea of marrying her.

         This woman caught his attention and held it. She was impatient and sharp tongued, and he had the sneaking suspicion that she disapproved of everything about him—right down to his stockings.

         He ought to find her tartness dismaying.

         Instead he was intrigued.

         He wasn’t used to a lady so obviously disliking him. Most had a rather dismaying tendency to fall at his feet, truth be told. In fact, he was so accustomed to feminine approval that he noticed it only when faced with its opposite: a lady who knit her pretty brows at him while frowning down her slim nose.

         She was rather refreshing.

         “The thing is,” he began, only to be interrupted by a great oaf.

         “There you are, Blackwell,” said the oaf—more commonly known as John Seymour, third scion of Baron Bramston. “Can’t believe you dragged me to a bookseller’s. Place is full of dust, and there’s an old chap behind the counter who looks dead. Let’s go—” Seymour stopped abruptly, probably because the maidservant had turned at his voice and he’d finally seen her face.

         He stared.

         Frowned.

         And said, “You’re not Lady Joanna.”

         Which was a bit disappointing, because Henry would’ve bet his new riding mare that Seymour would be just as taken in by the uncanny resemblance as he.

         For the first time the maidservant’s brow cleared, and she almost smiled—at Seymour of all people. “No, I’m not, sir.”

         “However, you’re enough alike you might be her sister,” Seymour continued.

         “Exactly,” Henry said. “The Albright twin.”

         Seymour frowned. “Thought she was dead.”

         The maidservant huffed and started to walk away.

         Henry stepped in front of her, blocking the way, still talking to Seymour. “No body was ever found. And the nursemaid was quite out of her mind.”

         Seymour turned fully to him. “You can’t think…”

         “Look at her.”

         Seymour studied the girl, his somewhat protuberant pale-brown eyes widening. “Good Lord!”

         The girl tried to sidestep around Henry. “Do you mind?”

         He pursed his lips ruefully, attempting to look solemn. “I’m afraid I do, sweetheart.”

         “I’m not your—”

         “But that’s the thing,” Henry said. “You might very well be my sweetheart. Can you at least tell me who your people are? Who were your parents? If you were born in the country and have seven brothers and sisters who all resemble you, well, then we’re wrong, and I’ll apologize and leave you be.”

         She looked at him, and that was the moment when he truly knew—because she hesitated. “I…don’t know where I was born,” she said, lifting her chin. “I was raised at the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children in St Giles. I was left on their doorstep when I was a baby—on Whitsunday.”

         “What year?” Henry asked, holding her gaze. Those coffee-brown eyes were a bit fearful now, and he mourned that—she was such a proud little thing—but he had to know.

         She swallowed. “Seventeen twenty-six.”

         He felt a slow grin curve his lips. “That was the year the Albright twins, the daughters of William Albright, the Earl of Angrove, were stolen from their nursery by a mad nurse. A fortnight later the younger of the two, Lady Joanna, was recovered in good health. The elder, Lady Cecilia, was never found.”

         Her pretty rose-red lips parted for a moment as she stared at him.

         Then she blinked, and her eyes narrowed with what looked like suspicion. “You cannot expect me to believe this ridiculous tale, my lord.”

         “It’s actually rather well known,” Seymour said, sounding apologetic. “Was a scandal at the time. I know this sounds like the veriest balderdash, miss, but you do look quite a lot like Lady Joanna. I wonder if you might tell us your name?”

         She pursed those luscious lips but finally said, “My name is Mary Whitsun. I’m a nursemaid. And now, if you will excuse me, I would like to enjoy the rest of my day off in peace.”

         Henry bowed and stepped back. “Certainly. But won’t you tell me where you reside? If you don’t mind, I would like to call upon you tomorrow afternoon.”

         Her brows rose. “Do your maidservants usually entertain visitors at your house?”

         Her tone had such bite.

         He grinned. “This is a special case. I think your employer will be persuaded to make an exception.”

         “Well, I don’t wish to tell you where I live. Good day, my lord.” She turned and made her way out of the bookshop.

         Henry watched her walk away. The minute she was out the door he was after her.

         “What—?” Seymour started, but Henry ignored him.

         He opened the bookshop door in time to see that prim back retreating down the busy London street.

         Just in front of the shop, a trio of boys of about twelve were loitering.

         “Want to earn some money?” he asked them.

         The boys came to attention.

         Henry quickly explained his needs and gave them each a coin with promise of more should they successfully fulfill their mission.

         Then they were off, weaving through the mass of people.

         Henry turned to see Seymour by his side.

         “What was that all about?” his friend asked.

         “She was suspicious of me,” Henry said quietly. “I can’t simply let her go.”

         He stared after her, though she’d long since disappeared into the crowd. He had an almost overwhelming urge to follow her, as if she might be lost again. Ridiculous. He’d already set three urchins on her trail.

         Besides. He didn’t know her. She was a stranger to him. If anything, he should be appalled at the mere possibility that he might be tied to a woman who’d been raised as a servant instead of a lady.

         Yet he was oddly eager to find out more about the girl.

         He looked at Seymour. “Well. I’d thought to attend the horse auction this afternoon, but I think on the whole we ought to pay a visit to Lady Joanna and the Countess of Angrove, don’t you?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         
            Clio lived beneath the sea with all the other mermaids, each more beautiful than the last. When the mermaids sang, the waves themselves stilled, and sailors were helplessly enthralled.

            Nearby dwelt the Sea King and his seven sons in his gold palace. The youngest of these sons was Triton. He had shoulders like boulders, a complexion the color of coral, sea-green eyes, and hair that waved in the water like black seaweed. Since childhood Triton and Clio had been friends.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Mary arrived back at Caire House a little after five of the clock—earlier than she’d originally planned, but she’d been unable to shake the silly tale the viscount had told her, which had rather ruined her day. Stolen babies and lords and ladies—what rot.

         But what if…?

         Mary remembered Lord Blackwell’s startlingly blue eyes and the way he’d sparred with her. He’d said she was supposed to marry him, a beautiful, laughing aristocrat.

         It was like a fairy tale.

         She grimaced and shook her head. A fairy tale indeed. It was too ridiculous to even consider. Just as well that she’d not given him her address. Who knew how far he would’ve taken his jest?

         Mary pushed open the back door to Caire House and walked into the warm kitchen.

         The cook, a wiry woman of about five and forty, looked up from kneading a huge mass of dough. “Back early, then, Mary Whitsun?”

         “I’m afraid so, Mrs. Green,” Mary replied.

         “Then I suppose you’ll be joining us for supper.” The cook jerked her chin at one of the scullery maids. “Mary Giving, make sure to set enough for Mary Whitsun tonight.”

         “Aye, Mrs. Green,” called Mary Giving. She, like almost all the servants at Caire House, had come from the orphanage.

         “Thank you,” Mary said and hurried from the kitchen.

         The servants’ stairs were immediately outside the kitchen. Mary climbed the narrow uncarpeted treads. She couldn’t stop thinking about Lord Blackwell. He’d been so sure of himself and who he thought she was. So arrogant and easy in his rank and privilege.

         And his laughing blue eyes had been surrounded by the thickest black lashes she’d ever seen.

         She scoffed at herself. That was the problem with handsome gentlemen: they had a way of distracting one.

         She reached the uppermost floor of the house and turned down the corridor. On either side was a row of doors. Hers was the second on the right. Unlike most of the other maidservants she had a room all to herself—a luxury she appreciated after a childhood spent in a girls’ dormitory. Her room was small, just under the eaves, but it held a neat bed, a small table with a white stoneware washbasin and pitcher, a chair, and a row of hooks. The chair sat beside a window that overlooked the square at the front of Caire House. Mary liked sitting there at night, her room dark, watching the bustle of London. The city never entirely quieted. At night carriages rolled by, carrying wonderfully dressed ladies and gentlemen on their way to balls and the theater. Drivers arguing and shouting to each other. The night watchmen strolled by with their clubs over their shoulders. Drunken lords and beggars huddled around bonfires. She could see all the world from her little window.

         Mary took off her bonnet and hung it on a hook along with her shawl and then went to her bed and sat on it, smoothing the pale-blue coverlet. Above the bed was a small shelf fastened to the wall. On it was her little collection of books, each carefully saved for and agonized over before being bought.

         She folded her hands in her lap.

         She had lived in this room since the age of fourteen, when Lady Caire had married Lord Caire. Lady Caire hadn’t been born to the aristocracy—far from it. Prior to her marriage she’d helped manage the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children in St Giles. Mary had known Lady Caire all her life. Her earliest memory was of Lady Caire picking her up after Mary had fallen and scraped her palms. Mary had buried her face in Lady Caire’s shoulder, trying to stanch her tears. The older woman had smelled of lavender and baked bread, and Mary had wrapped her arms around Lady Caire’s soft neck and known love.

         So when Lady Caire had brought her to Caire House, Mary had been overwhelmed with happiness. She knew very well how lucky she was to find such a good position with a kind mistress—especially since she was an orphan with no family.

         Mary sighed and stood, glancing around her simple room. This…this was a good life, and she was content with it. Dreams of living as a lady were nothing but folly—even if they were accompanied by beautiful male dimples.

         Nodding to herself, she left her room.

         The floor below housed the nursery, and Mary could hear giggling as she walked down the hall.

         She came to the nursery room door and peered in, discovering at once the source of the merriment. Lady Caire, usually quite a dignified lady, was on the floor, her brown hair coming undone down the side of her face, her cheeks red with laughter and her two-year-old son perched on her stomach. Beside her, sitting straight-backed on the floor and looking a bit more reserved, was a lady with black hair highlighted by a striking white streak. This was the Duchess of Montgomery—Lady Caire’s sister-in-law. In the duchess’s lap was a delicate little three-year-old girl solemnly watching the proceedings.

         Tobias Huntington—better known to his intimates as Toby—caught sight of Mary in the doorway and clapped his hands. “Mimi! Mimi!”

         “It’s Mare-ee,” his mother enunciated clearly but obviously without any real hope of being heeded. She sighed and smiled up at Mary. “I do hope he’s not still calling you Mimi in ten years’ time.”

         Mary shook her head. “I doubt he will, my lady.”

         Toby was now holding his arms in the air and making urgent clasping motions with his pudgy little fingers. Mary walked over and picked him up, inhaling the scent of clean baby as he smooshed his face into her neck.

         “Oof,” Lady Caire said, sitting up gingerly. “He may be getting too big to be playing horsey anymore.”

         “Although it is rather adorable,” the duchess murmured, bending to place a kiss on her daughter’s wispy blond curls.

         Lady Caire smiled at her sister-in-law.

         “Mama,” said the sixth person in the room, Annalise Huntington, aged eight, who was curled in a chair with her cat, Lord Sneaky, “I don’t think you should play with Toby that way. It’s not at all proper.”

         “No, it certainly isn’t,” said her mother. “But that didn’t seem to bother you when I played horsey with you.”

         “I,” said Annalise, sticking her small nose in the air, “am too old for horsey. Only babies like Toby play horsey. Papa says that I have grown so old that soon I may ride a proper horse instead of a silly pony.” She shot her mother a sly look from under her eyelashes.

         “Does he?” Lady Caire asked in a rather dark tone that did not bode well for Lord Caire.

         The door opened and a beautiful man with golden hair entered.

         “Papa!” cried the tiny girl in the duchess’s lap.

         Toby twisted so abruptly in Mary’s arms to see the newcomer that Mary nearly dropped him.

         “Titania, my fairy queen.” The Duke of Montgomery swept an elaborate bow to the room. “My lady and my darling wife, Master Tobias, Miss Annalise, and, of course, the ever-present Mary Whitsun, I bid you all greetings, felicitations, and a wish for a delightful evening.”

         Mary’s lips thinned as the ladies greeted the duke. Here was a prime example of a handsome gentleman one couldn’t trust.

         The duke bent and whispered something in the duchess’s ear as he plucked their daughter from his wife’s arms.

         Bright pink flooded the duchess’s face. “Val.”

         He grinned, unrepentant, at his wife’s stern look, and swung his daughter up onto his shoulders. “Come, Titania, your walnut-shell carriage awaits, drawn by dragonflies and coached by a tiny black beetle. Away will we to dance like dandelion fluff upon the wind!”

         He spun in a circle, holding his giggling daughter securely on his shoulders, and slipped out the door.

         The duchess rose from the floor. “I can’t think why I bothered to let him name our daughter Persephone Eve if he’s just going to call her Titania at every turn. At least I put my foot down and wouldn’t let him name her Clytemnestra Aphrodite.”

         “Oh goodness, yes,” Lady Claire said with a little shudder.

         The duchess straightened her skirts. “I’d better find out what Val intends to do with Persephone. The last time I left them alone he nearly bought her a pearl tiara.” She bent and pressed her cheek to Lady Caire’s. “Thank you for having us over for the afternoon, dearest Temperance. I know Persephone loved seeing her cousins.”

         “We enjoyed having you both,” Lady Caire replied.

         The duchess kissed both Annalise and Toby good-bye before leaving.

         “Mama,” Annalise said imperiously as soon as her aunt was out the door, “I should like a pearl tiara.”

         Her mother raised an eyebrow. “Would you really?”

         Annalise, possibly realizing that her mother was about to deny her, knit her small brow and drew in a deep breath.

         Mary Whitsun recognized the signs of an impending storm. “Annalise,” she said hastily, “I believe it’s time for you to wash and dress for bed. I’m sure Mary Thames must be waiting for you in your room.”

         “Oh, pooh,” was Annalise’s succinct comment on the matter, but she got up and, holding Lord Sneaky draped boneless and purring over her arms, swanned out of the room.

         “Sometimes I wonder if that child is truly mine,” Lady Caire said thoughtfully, staring after her daughter. “I’m sure I was never that elegant as a little girl.” She turned to Mary. “Did you have a nice day off?”

         “It was quite enjoyable, my lady, thank you for asking,” Mary replied. She crossed to a high table and poured water from a jug into a basin and began to wash Toby’s sticky little hands.

         “Did you find a book you liked?”

         “Not today, I’m afraid.” Mary hesitated, keeping her eyes on her charge. Toby was apt to splash in the water if given any chance. “My lady?”

         “Hmm?”

         “Do you remember when I was found at the orphanage as a baby?”

         Out of the corner of her eye she saw Lady Caire straighten and stare at her. “No,” the other woman said slowly. “I don’t…Let me see…I would have been newly wed to my first husband. I didn’t work at the home very much back then.”

         Mary nodded, trying to hold back her disappointment.

         “Why do you ask?” Lady Caire enquired gently.

         “Oh,” Mary said, “I just…I thought about it today and I suddenly wondered…” She glanced up and smiled at Lady Caire. “It isn’t important.”

         “Well, Mrs. Brown, my eldest sister, might remember,” Lady Caire said. “I don’t think Mr. Makepeace would recollect when you came to the home, because he wasn’t there very often at that time. He would’ve only been…good Lord, fourteen. And of course my father is no longer with us.” She cleared her throat. “He would’ve been the one with the most information.”

         “Thank you, my lady, but it hardly matters,” Mary said evenly.

         “Are you sure?” Lady Caire asked with a concerned look.

         “Yes.” Mary gave her a quick smile. “It was but a passing fancy.”

         And it was. She’d long since made peace with the mystery of her birth and where she’d come from. Those aristocrats had been playing a game at her expense at the bookshop today. And that was just as well.

         She liked her life the way it was.

         “If you’ll excuse me, my lady,” she said, “I’ll put the children to bed.”

         She curtsied and left to do just that.

         
              

         

         It was a sunny day the next afternoon when Mary Whitsun strolled along with her two charges on their daily walk with Freddy the footman. They were making slow progress. Toby—who was still in leading strings—had started the walk as he usually did by charging out the front door of Caire House. Hence the leading strings. Forty-five minutes of trotting around the nearby green and keeping an eye out for all the “horseys!” and Toby was much less energetic.

         “Nearly home now,” Mary said in a bright voice. “Shall we have bread and butter for our tea or some lovely coddled eggs on toast?”

         “Seed’ake,” Toby muttered, dragging his little feet.

         Cook had made seedcake for dessert the night before, and Toby had been obsessed with the sweet ever since.

         “I did see some yellow cheese in the pantry as well,” Mary said in an even tone. “Perhaps we could have that with some of the early apples Cook bought.”

         “I love apples,” Annalise singsonged as she skipped along. Even a walk couldn’t wear her out. “I want apples and cheese and butter and bread.”

         “Then that’s what we shall have,” Mary said, smiling down at her.

         For a moment Toby’s mouth opened and he looked a bit wobbly, as if he was debating whether to demand his seedcake again.

         Fortunately Annalise intervened. “Look, Toby. There’s a great carriage in front of the house with four horseys. Oh, and another standing, saddled. That makes five horseys.”

         Mary blinked at the sight of the glossy chestnut shaking her head at the stable boy. She was a gorgeous horse, and Toby perked up at the sight of his favorite animal. Of course Lady Caire had many friends, and, too, Lord Caire’s sister and her family were still in London. Perhaps it was simply someone visiting.

         But as the little group tramped inside Caire House, Lady Caire herself met them in the entrance hall. “Hello, darlings,” she said to her children, her wide eyes all the while signaling to Mary. “Mary Thames has a lovely tea already laid for you in the nursery. Go on up with Freddy, won’t you?”

         Annalise, ever alert to intrigue, looked suspiciously at her mother. “Why can’t Mary Whitsun have tea with us?”

         “Because Mary has visitors.” Lady Caire bent to kiss both her son and her daughter and hurry them on their way before pulling Mary aside. “My dear, there is a viscount, a countess, and a dowager marchioness in the sitting room waiting to talk to you. Do you have any idea what all this is about?”

         Mary felt her face heat guiltily at the confusion descended upon her employer’s house. “I’m so sorry, my lady. There were two gentlemen who accosted me and told me a very…strange story yesterday in the bookshop, but it was too bizarre to be believed.”

         “Indeed?” Lady Caire looked at her searchingly. “What was the story?”

         Mary bit her lip. “I…I’d rather not say, if you don’t mind. It was a jest, I’m sure.”

         She hated to look like a fool in front of Lady Caire—or, worse, as if she somehow longed to rise above her station.

         For a moment fierce hatred of the too-beautiful viscount flared in her chest. However had he found her?

         “A jest with a countess and a marchioness involved? That seems very unlikely, doesn’t it?”

         It did rather when put like that. Mary felt her mouth go dry with apprehension.

         “Goodness, how odd the entire situation is.” Lady Caire shook her head and started up the grand staircase to the first floor, where the sitting room lay. “Well, don’t despair, we’ll soon have this—whatever it is—sorted out. I’ve taken the precaution of asking Lord Caire to have tea with our visitors.” She paused outside the doors to the sitting room and gave Mary a quick hug. “You are very dear to me, Mary. Always remember that.”

         With that the doors to the sitting room were opened.

         Inside, Lord Caire was facing off against his guests, the ghost of a cynical smile on his lips. He was a rather intimidating man, tall and commanding and with striking white hair that he wore clubbed back.

         Opposite him was Lord Blackwell.

         Mary’s heart gave a little jump at the sight of the wretch. If anything, he was even more dashing than she’d remembered him.

         The viscount was busy matching Lord Caire stare for stare. They reminded Mary a bit of two tomcats in a standoff in an alley. She almost expected one to arch his back and growl. Lord Blackwell’s coat was emerald green today over a soft gray waistcoat that made his black hair shine as glossy as a raven’s wing—in striking contrast to Lord Caire’s ivory head.

         Lord Blackwell was impossibly handsome.

         She could feel her face heating even as he stood at their entrance and swept them both a bow.

         He straightened, smiling—with those blasted dimples—and said, “Miss Whitsun, what a pleasure to see you again.”

         Mary glowered at him. How dare he bring his…his prank to Caire House?

         But then a feminine voice said, “Cecilia.”

         Mary turned.

         A woman with graying blond hair covered by a pretty lace cap was rising from a settee. Beside her, still sitting, was an elderly lady, her hair gone completely white, her eyes sharp and snapping under the sagging skin of her eyelids.

         Neither of the ladies looked like the type to indulge in japes at the expense of a serving maid. She’d never thought that Lord Blackwell would take his jest this far. What could he be thinking?

         The younger lady covered her mouth, and Mary could see tears filling her eyes.

         Lord Caire drawled from his chair, “My lady, Lady Angrove, may I introduce you to Mary Whitsun. Mary, this is the Dowager Marchioness of Durnham and the Countess of Angrove.”

         Mary sank into a deep curtsy, though her knees were trembling. This was like some sort of nightmare. Any moment the ladies would realize that she wasn’t who they thought her to be, and she would be humiliated.

         “I believe you already know Viscount Blackwell,” Lord Caire continued.

         Lord Blackwell’s blue eyes sparkled at her as he said, “Indeed. We met yesterday at a bookseller’s.”

         Mary took a fortifying breath and said firmly, “You must stop this jest at once, my lord.”

         “But I’m afraid it isn’t a jest, sweetheart.” His expression was sober now, and there was almost a regretful look in his eyes.

         That scared her more than anything else.

         “She looks just like my Joanna,” Lady Angrove exclaimed softly. Her face had paled. “I cannot believe it. After all this time.” She pressed a lace-edged handkerchief to her mouth. “Oh, you have no idea how long we looked for you, Cecilia. I wept every day for months.”

         Mary glanced at Lady Caire, unsure of what to do.

         Lady Caire cleared her throat. “Perhaps if you explained who—or what—you think Mary to be?”

         “Martha believes that this girl is her daughter, Lady Cecilia Albright.” The marchioness spoke for the first time, her voice throaty and her enunciation very precise.

         Lady Caire inhaled sharply.

         The marchioness nodded. “I see you’ve heard the story—rather hard not to, really.” She looked at Mary, beckoning with a hand gnarled by arthritis and age. “Come here, gel.”

         Mary approached the old lady and stood before her. Surely they would see that she couldn't be—

         The marchioness motioned impatiently. “Closer. My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Kneel here in front of me.”

         Mary lowered herself directly in front of the marchioness, so close her hands touched the old lady’s skirts. Lady Angrove sat beside her mother and seemed to hold her breath.

         The marchioness bent toward Mary and took her chin in a hand roped with blue veins.

         Mary tried not to wince. The old lady had a strong—and rather painful—grip.

         She peered into Mary’s face, tilting her head first one way and then the other.

         “She has a marked resemblance to my dear son-in-law,” the old woman finally pronounced, letting go of Mary. “The chin and eyes and of course the coloring are unmistakable. The Albrights breed as true as pugs.”

         Lady Angrove exhaled quietly and darted a small, rather teary smile at Mary, almost as if she had been the one under inspection.

         It would be very hard not to like the countess, Mary reflected.

         The marchioness looked at Lady Caire. “Your husband informs us that you’ve known this child since she was a baby.”

         Lady Caire nodded, her brows drawn together over her sherry-brown eyes. “She was found on the doorstep at my family’s orphanage on Whitsunday, 1726. Mary grew up in the orphanage, and when I married Lord Caire she came with me.”

         The marchioness pursed her lips, her crepey eyelids lowering to half-mast over her eyes. “I suppose we can believe your word.”

         Lord Caire stirred. “My wife does not lie, my lady.”

         The old lady crimped her lips together in what might have been a smile—although a very cynical one. “If she does not, then she is the only lady in London not to do so. But as I say, I will take her word.” She waved at Mary. “Do get up, child.”

         Mary slowly rose and clasped her hands in front of her. This was…goodness. This simply couldn’t be. She didn’t know what to think.

         Lady Angrove stood abruptly and gathered Mary into her arms. Her hair smelled of orange blossoms and her hands were very soft. “It’s so strange, isn’t it? For years and years we thought you lost forever, and now here you are.” Lady Angrove pulled away to look at Mary. She’d regained some of her color, though her voice quavered. “This…this is simply a miracle. I can’t wait to tell Joanna—she’ll be thrilled—and your papa will be pleased. There’ll be so much to do. I think dancing lessons and comportment. Perhaps drawing, painting, and music lessons?” She cocked her head, gazing at Mary’s face as if it were the most fascinating thing in the world. Lady Angrove shook her head. “No, not all at once, we don’t want to drown you in new things. But the dressmakers, certainly. And French. A lady cannot do without French. Oh goodness, and do you ride, dear?”

         “I…” Mary gazed at her in astonishment. She felt rather as if she’d tripped and fallen into a different world. “No, my lady. But I don’t understand. What is happening?”

         Lady Angrove’s big blue eyes filled with tears, and she gasped and pressed her handkerchief to her lips as if she couldn’t speak.

         The marchioness only snorted.

         It was Lord Blackwell who said, “Your mother and grandmother are discussing how to welcome you to the family and prepare you for society, Lady Cecilia.”

         Mary turned to look at him in horror.

         Those devil-may-care dimples were back on his face. “Oh, and to be my wife.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         
            Now, all the other mermaids were content to sing and comb their hair, but Clio cared little for singing and was bored combing her hair. She liked to watch the land dwellers’ ships. They were strange and ugly and ungainly, but she found them fascinating nonetheless.

            And she thought the men with split tails who lived in them more fascinating still.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Henry watched wryly as a look of horror passed over Mary’s—or rather Lady Cecilia’s—face before she quickly controlled herself. The aristocracy’s tendency to promise its offspring in marriage without the approval or even consent of said offspring was a bit hard for the average outsider to understand. Lord knew he himself found it hard to understand sometimes—and he’d grown up with it. Having an arranged marriage complete with bridegroom suddenly thrust upon one?

         Well, no wonder she looked appalled.

         He couldn’t even take it personally.

         “Explain,” Lord Caire snapped.

         Henry glanced at the older man. He’d been interested when both Lord and Lady Caire had joined this little tête-à-tête, apparently unaware of why he, Lady Angrove, and the dowager marchioness had called. Lord Caire’s concern seemed nearly paternal, and Lady Caire sat close to her nursemaid as if ready to leap to her defense.

         They were obviously quite fond of the girl, which made him curious—most aristocrats barely spoke to their maids. She had to be special to have garnered their loyalty.

         The marchioness folded her hands in her lap. “Do sit down, my dear,” she said to Lady Cecilia.

         “Come, come.” Lady Angrove beckoned to the girl as she sat on the settee and scooted to the end away from her mother. “Sit beside me, do.”

         Lady Cecilia nodded uncertainly and took the seat between the marchioness and Lady Angrove.

         The countess beamed, her eyes still bright with tears.

         The marchioness turned to Lord and Lady Caire. “My son-in-law in his infinite wisdom decided on the birth of his eldest daughter, Lady Cecilia”—she made a short nod to the girl beside her—“to betroth her to the son of his greatest friend and neighbor, the Earl of Keating.”

         Henry inclined his head. “That would be my father.”

         “Quite,” the marchioness said, her voice so dry it might as well be dust. Henry had always had a sneaking fondness for the old girl, as dreadfully frightening as she tried to be. “When both Lady Cecilia and her twin sister, Lady Joanna, were kidnapped at the age of seven months, and only Lady Joanna was recovered, Angrove decided that the arrangement would be altered so that Lady Joanna would replace her sister as the bride.”

         The marchioness halted her recitation and turned slowly to examine Lady Cecilia. The girl sat primly upright, her hands folded in her lap, her expression reserved and neutral.

         The sight somehow sat ill with him—it was as if her flame had been doused. Henry had the urge to whisper something scandalous in her ear, just to see that fire again.

         Lady Angrove gasped, blotting her eyes with her handkerchief. “But now that Cecilia has been found…”

         The marchioness sniffed. “Indeed.”

         Lady Caire cleared her throat as the door to the sitting room opened. Two maids bearing lavish tea trays marched in. The one in front nearly tripped when she glanced up and saw Lady Cecilia, her eyes widening.

         “Do continue, Beth,” Lady Caire said rather sharply. “There’s no need to stare.”

         Lady Cecilia bit her lip, her eyes downcast as her face reddened.

         The maid recovered and placed her tray carefully on a low table, darting glances at Lady Cecilia every now and again. There were small cakes and tarts, bonbons, and thin slices of bread cut into shapes and spread with butter.

         Henry felt his lips twitch. Ah. A feast fit for treaty negotiations.

         Lady Caire was silent while the maids were in the room, merely nodding when they curtsied and left.

         “You’ll have to learn to ignore them,” the marchioness said to Lady Cecilia. “You’re no longer a servant. No longer one of them.”

         Lady Caire turned a cool smile on the marchioness. “How do you take your tea, my lady?”

         The old lady’s own smile was detached. “A splash of milk, if you please.”

         Tea was doled out to the participants, and Henry sat back to watch Lady Caire’s first volley.

         It was not long in coming.

         She took a delicate sip of her tea. “This is all very sudden for Mary Whitsun. I think it would be beneficial for her to have time to consider what you’ve told us.”

         The marchioness set down her teacup very deliberately and eyed Lady Caire. So had Caesar probably eyed the Gauls across the battlefield. “I’m afraid that we don’t have the luxury of time. Her training must begin at once. After all, she’ll be wed within the year.”

         Lady Cecilia squeaked.

         Henry glanced at her and saw that her face had paled.

         This wouldn’t do.

         “One day won’t be such a loss, my lady,” he murmured. “Indeed, acquiring the tutors you will need for my fiancée will take more time than that, will it not? Let Lady Cecilia rest and recover from her shock for a day.”

         He smiled guilelessly at the old virago.

         Her eyes narrowed until it appeared that an elderly dragon was glaring at him.

         Abruptly she turned to Lady Caire. “Very well. A day. We will return tomorrow for the gel.”

         Lord Caire stirred and said deliberately, as if he hadn’t heard her, “Mary Whitsun shall think over the matter and inform you tomorrow if she wishes to go with you.” He rose and bowed gracefully. “What a delight to meet you, my lady. Lady Angrove.”

         Lord Caire strolled from the room, leaving the tattered battlefield to the ladies.

         Propriety apparently dictated that the truce last another twenty minutes, which time was spent sipping tea, eating tiny cakes, and participating in a discussion so benign it would’ve sent a vicar to sleep.

         Henry paid little heed to the polite small talk, watching his intended instead. She said not a word, letting the older ladies carry the conversation.

         Perhaps she was not used to being considered an equal in such a setting. Her expression was carefully blank as she sat stiffly at the edge of her seat, her teacup held untouched in her lap, but he could tell from the downcast eyes and the faint knitting of her brows that she was not happy.

         He wished that propriety allowed him to talk to her in private. Perhaps he could provoke a smile—or at least a spirited scowl. Anything but that sad, downcast air.

         The sight made his heart ache.

         Henry cursed silently and glanced away. Did she have a beau she mourned? Or was it he she didn’t want?

         It appeared that he was to be shackled to yet another fiancée who wasn’t interested in him.

         Who, perhaps, longed for a different man.

         He pushed the thought aside and attended to the conversation, trying not to stare broodingly at Lady Cecilia.

         At the end of twenty minutes of careful words, the ladies rose.

         Henry set aside his teacup in relief and stood to thank his hostess. He had the feeling Lady Caire’s good opinion would go a long way in helping his cause with her former maidservant.

         He turned to Lady Cecilia, gazing into her large, sad eyes.

         Damn it. All his good intentions flew out the window. He couldn’t leave her looking like this.

         “I shall repine until next we meet,” he said, taking her hand and bending over it.

         He raised her resisting hand to his lips and placed a not-quite-chaste kiss on her knuckles, deliberately lingering a fraction too long. It was much too soon, too bold, and even a bit scandalous, but it had the desired effect.

         He straightened to her angry glare, coffee-brown eyes snapping with fire and life, and his heart positively crowed.

         “There you are, sweetheart,” he murmured so low only she could hear.

         “Let go of my hand,” she hissed like a scalded cat.

         “Anything my lady desires,” he drawled, slowly surrendering her fingers.

         When he turned to the waiting ladies, he met Lady Caire’s raised eyebrows and the marchioness’s thoughtful look.

         The hell with it.

         He’d risk losing Lady Caire’s favor to see Lady Cecilia’s spirits rise any day.

         Henry bowed, said his farewells, and strode to the Caire House front door. Once outside he mounted his mare and urged her into a canter down the street.

         He’d sat like a tame monkey through the farce this morning. Done everything expected of him as heir to his father—even at the expense of a lovely lady with fiery eyes. A lady who, in different circumstances, he might’ve wooed and won on his own.

         Henry gritted his teeth at the thought, reining in his mare before they ran headlong into a cart and he broke his neck. He’d been born and bred to bend under his family’s expectations—the expectations of the title he would eventually inherit. That was the way it had always been.

         That was the way it would always be.

         There was no use fighting the bit and halter, and he knew it.

         It was a pity, though, that Lady Cecilia had lost her freedom as well.

         
              

         

         “You do know that you needn’t go to Angrove House if you don’t wish to,” Lady Caire said seriously to Mary Whitsun the next morning.

         They were strolling arm in arm in the back garden of Caire House, just the two of them. Mary cherished the times that she could have Lady Caire to herself, and she felt a sudden pang. If she did go to live with the Albrights, she wouldn’t see Lady Caire as much, nor Annalise or Toby.

         But if she did go, she’d have a family—a mother who’d cried at the sight of her, a grandmother, and a father and sister she’d yet to meet.

         She’d barely slept the night before. How could she? To find out that everything she knew about herself was completely wrong. That the world as she’d understood it was upside down.

         That she was expected not only to become an aristocrat, but to marry a stranger.

         A stranger who provoked her so. The way Lord Blackwell had kissed her hand had been absolutely shameless. She might have lived her life as a maidservant, but she knew well enough that gentlemen weren’t supposed to actually kiss a lady’s hand. Had he been mocking her? Or did he simply delight in drawing her ire?

         She’d felt out of control when he’d held her hand, his humid breath on her knuckles. As if he were snapping all the ropes that held her back.

         If she let him destroy all her constraints, what would she feel then?

         Mary shivered.

         Lady Caire looked at her with concern in her golden-brown eyes, her lips pressed together. Mary knew that she and Lord Caire were as good as their word. That they would try to protect her if she didn’t want to become Lady Cecilia. But what if they couldn’t? An earl, after all, outranked a baron. And if the Albrights truly wanted her as their daughter, she didn’t doubt that they could force her to do as they wished. If Mary balked, would she bring ruin down on the woman who had shown only love and friendship to her all her life?

         She didn’t think she could do that.

         “Thank you, my lady,” she said. “I…I don’t know quite what to do. Lady Angrove seemed quite sure that I was her daughter.”

         “She did,” Lady Caire replied gravely.

         Mary sighed. What a very strange thing to consider: that the elegant daughter of a marquess might be her mother. She couldn’t quite think of Lady Angrove as Mother yet. Perhaps she never would, despite the lady’s kind air and obvious longing for her.

         It was too much to take in all at once.

         “You have several more hours yet,” Lady Caire murmured, sounding worried. “And if…if you do go to the Albrights and later decide that you don’t wish to remain with them, please know that you will always have a home with Lord Caire and me.” She turned and took Mary’s hands, squeezing them warmly. “I’ve long thought of you as a friend, Mary.” She smiled a little sadly. “A friend and an adopted daughter. I hope that whatever you decide, you’ll remain my friend?”

         “Oh yes, my lady,” Mary said, feeling tears prick at her eyes. She blinked quickly, not liking to lose her composure entirely.

         Lady Caire kissed her cheek. “You have much to decide, so I’ll leave you to think. Remember, though, that whatever you choose to do, I shall support you.”

         Mary nodded, unable to respond for the swelling in her throat.

         Lady Caire gave a last pat to her hands and turned to walk back inside Caire House.

         Mary inhaled, pressing her palms to her cheeks, as she tried to consider what she must do. The garden was lovely this time of year. Michaelmas daisies were just beginning to flower, the small purple blooms nodding cheerily. She strolled slowly, her arms wrapped about her, along the fine gravel path, contemplating her future.

         Contemplating Lord Blackwell and the…the things he made her feel.

         Did she wish to lose her control? To experience again that wild heat in her belly, those rising, reckless emotions? It didn’t seem ladylike, what he made her feel. And she was wary of the emotions he provoked in her. Surely the man she married ought to make her controlled and serene—not urge her to anger and…and heat?

         At the end of the garden Mary came to the gate that led to the mews and the stables that held the Caire horses and carriages. She was just about to turn and take the path back again when she heard a strange sound.

         “Hist!”

         Mary blinked.

         “I say, hist!”

         Mary walked to the gate and peered through the crack.

         Looking back at her was a wide brown eye. “Let me in, will you?”

         Curious, Mary unlatched the gate and opened it.

         On the other side stood a figure in a cloak, her head covered by a hood. Beside the hooded figure was a short, plump maidservant with a very disapproving expression on her face.

         The hooded figure immediately shouldered past Mary and into the garden, then glanced back at the maidservant, who was still in the mews. “Come in, Pickering!”

         The maid grimaced and reluctantly stumped into the garden.

         Her mistress turned to Mary and threw back her hood.

         Mary stared. It was the oddest thing. For a moment she thought she knew the other woman. That she must be a good friend whose name was just on the tip of her tongue.

         And then she realized.

         No. It was the face—the face that was the same as hers.

         The lady—for she must be a lady—stared back, seemingly equally startled. “Oh my. It’s true, isn’t it?” She stepped forward, peering at Mary. “It’s really true.” She smiled suddenly, widely and happily. “You’re my sister.”

         Mary’s lips parted, her mind entirely blank with wonder. “I…”

         “Oh, where are my manners?” the other girl continued. “I’m Joanna, but you can call me Jo if you wish. I’ve always wanted someone to call me Jo. It sounds so dashing, don’t you think? And you’re Cecilia. Shall I call you Cece? Then we can be Jo and Cece.”

         She beamed.

         “Erm…” Mary tried to think of a polite reply to this woman—her sister—but all she could come up with was that she wasn’t sure she wanted to be called Cece.

         “Oh, this is wonderful!” Jo enveloped Mary in a hug before she could reply, squeezing her warmly. “You can’t comprehend how often I dreamed of you when I was little. Mama would cry when you were mentioned, and Papa just clamped his jaws together and wouldn’t say anything.” She drew back to gaze into Mary’s face. “I thought you might be a ghost or a fairy tale—someone not real at all. But you’re not. You’re here.”

         Mary swallowed, feeling her throat grow tight again. “It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? I never knew about you.” She touched Jo’s cheek with a trembling finger.

         Her sister. She’d grown up surrounded by other girls, some of them good friends, but they weren’t related to her. She hadn’t recognized her eyes and mouth in the other girls.

         They weren’t family.

         “But now we’ve found you,” Jo said.

         The maidservant cleared her throat loudly behind them. “My lady. Do try and remember why you came.”

         “Oh yes. Yes, thank you, Pickering.” Jo’s expressive face fell, becoming tragic as she peered at Mary. “You will do it, won’t you?”

         “Do what?” Mary asked cautiously.

         “Why, become Lady Cecilia,” Jo exclaimed. “Come live at Angrove House and be my sister. You must, you simply must. Promise me you will, do!”

         Mary had the oddest feeling that she’d somehow missed part of the conversation. “I…”

         “It’s just…” Jo’s big brown eyes filled with glistening tears as she clasped her hands under her chin. “I don’t love him. Lord Blackwell.”

         Oh.

         For the last couple of minutes Mary had almost forgotten the viscount. But he was the rub, wasn’t he? If she accepted this fairy-tale life, complete with a loving family, she would have to accept him as fiancé, too.

         Him and everything he made her feel.

         She remembered him as she’d last seen him, the afternoon before. His blue eyes had been devilish as he’d looked up from her hand, as if he could see inside her. As if he might know all her secret desires.

         She shivered…and realized that Jo was still talking.

         “…He’s quite charming and witty and very handsome—I’m sure everyone thinks so—but I’ve known him all my life. He’s like a brother to me. It would be quite incestuous were I to marry him. And besides, I love…I love…” She hiccupped on a sob, unable to speak, and threw herself rather abruptly on Mary.

         Mary staggered but caught the other girl, patting her back helplessly as she looked over Jo’s shoulder at the maid.

         Pickering sighed. “My lady loves another, miss.”

         Jo sobbed harder at her maid’s words.

         Pickering had to raise her voice to be heard. “My lady has been distraught at the thought of marrying Lord Blackwell while her affections lie with another. When she heard that you had been found at last, my lady felt a great weight had been lifted from her mind with the prospect that you might take her stead in marrying Lord Blackwell.”

         “Oh, Cece!” Jo whimpered. “Could you? Could you marry him? I vow you’ll not regret it. All my friends think him the epitome of masculine comeliness and grace. I just…I just love my Johnny so very much.”

         Jo raised her head from Mary’s shoulder, her eyes red, her cheeks wet, and her lips parted imploringly.

         This woman who was her sister and wanted Mary to call her Jo.

         Mary answered helplessly, “Yes, I will.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         
            Triton, of course, disapproved of Clio’s interest in the land dwellers’ ships.

            “Why do you watch them?” he would ask, puzzled, his heavy brow crumpling in a frown.

            But then, Triton went on grand adventures, swimming around the world’s seas and having exciting battles with giant squid and such. As a lowly mermaid, Clio never got to do such wonderful things.

            Triton just couldn’t understand the allure of the exotic.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         That night Henry ran up the steps to Keating House, the London town house belonging to his father, the Earl of Keating. Henry had moved into his own establishment more than five years earlier, but Mother insisted on having the entire family for dinner once a week. This was a firm standing order and any excuses outside of being bedridden with the plague were not tolerated.

         Actually Henry enjoyed seeing both his mother and younger sisters and hearing what gossip and scandal held their attention that week.

         It was his father whom he occasionally found trying.

         Phillips opened the door, and Henry grinned at the elderly butler as he entered. “Have they sat down yet?”

         “I believe the earl and countess just went in,” Phillips said with a chiding glance as he took Henry’s hat and gloves.

         “Then I’d best hurry.”

         Henry leaped up the white marble staircase. The family dining room was on the upper level at the back of the house. He strode down the hall and pushed open a pale-blue door.

         Inside, Mother, Father, and his two younger sisters, Kate and Becca, sat at the long ebony table.

         Kate flashed him a smile while Becca widened her eyes in what looked like a warning.

         “Henry!” His mother pursed her lips to try to hide a smile and held out her hands to him. “Late again, I see.”

         “Alas,” Henry said, taking his mother’s hands and bowing to kiss both. He glanced up from his bow. “But I do come bearing a gift.”

         Mother seemed to be attempting to maintain her stern expression, but she absolutely adored presents—as well he knew. “Well, then, show me.”

         He slipped his hand into his coat pocket and brought out a thin, small book with a flourish. “I found this at Adams and Sons yesterday and thought you might be amused by it.”

         His mother took the book and opened it. A smile lit her face when she saw the title page. The book was a new edition of William Shakespeare’s sonnets. “Hmm. Poetry. You do know how to exploit my weaknesses. I suppose there’s nothing to do but forgive you, then.”

         Henry had opened his mouth to reply, but his father interrupted him. “That book isn’t the only thing you found at Adams and Sons, I hear.”

         Henry felt his smile die as he bowed to his father. “Indeed, sir. I see the gossip has arrived ahead of me.”

         The earl wore an irritated expression, his heavy jowls red underneath his white wig.

         “Gossip!” Father snorted explosively as if Henry had maligned his character. “’Tis not gossip when the news is that the lost Albright girl has been found. Angrove has told me that the countess is convinced that the girl really is Lady Cecilia.” He paused to take a long drink of his wine before continuing, “The man’s my oldest friend, but I don’t know if I want a maidservant as the next Countess of Keating. Is the girl even literate?”

         Henry felt his jaw clench—a regular occurrence when he conversed with his father. “I did meet her in a bookstore, Father. I hardly think she’d have been there if she couldn’t read.”

         He rounded the table and sat beside Becca, accepting a glass of wine from Thomas the footman, which he drank gratefully. He had no wish to quarrel with his father.

         “That may be so,” the old man was saying, frowning heavily, “but we’ve known Lady Joanna since she was a babe. The girl is quite fit to be a countess—pretty, dances well, and can make conversation. I’m rather fond of her.”

         “As am I,” Henry said calmly. It wouldn’t do to point out that he’d long suspected that Joanna’s affections were otherwise engaged. His prospective bride’s emotions and opinion hardly mattered to his father. “I’ve always liked Joanna. But Lady Cecilia is just as lovely as her sister—they are twins, after all—and I feel she’s bright enough to learn whatever she needs to be my wife.”

         He managed a smile at the end of his defense.

         Not that his father noticed. His focus was on the beefsteak before him. “Ha. Is that so? Still. We are familiar with Lady Joanna.”

         Across from him Kate was looking at him with wide eyes while Mother, at the opposite end of the table from the earl, looked as if something foul were in her wineglass.

         Becca cleared her throat. “I confess I’m quite eager to meet Lady Cecilia.”

         “Oh yes,” Kate chimed in quickly. “Why the life she’s lived must have been…erm…fascinating.”

         Kate winced and shot Henry an apologetic look.

         He stifled an urge to roll his eyes and leaned to the side as Thomas served him. His sisters were only trying to be helpful.

         Mother set down her fork. “I think we ought to rely on Henry’s thoughts on the matter. After all, he’ll be the one to actually wed Lady Cecilia.”

         “Humph,” the earl grunted. “It’s my name she’ll bear.”

         “And mine,” Henry pointed out mildly.

         Beside him Becca had laid her hand on his leg as if to prevent his jumping up and storming out.

         Ten years ago he might’ve done just that, but he was no longer an impetuous boy.

         “George,” his mother said in a soft chiding tone to her husband.

         “Oh, very well,” the earl huffed with little grace. “I’ll wait and watch the girl. But mark you this”—he shook his fork at Henry—“should I find Lady Cecilia lacking, I’ll insist on Lady Joanna.”

         Henry’s jaw clenched even as Becca dug her fingers rather painfully into his leg. He dropped his knife to his plate, where it landed with a clatter. “Father, I—”

         But Kate rushed into speech over him. “Oh, I heard the most scandalous tale today. Do you know that folly at the Letheridge estate? Well…”

         Henry slowly relaxed, letting the women of the family smooth over his anger. That was the problem, wasn’t it? He loved his mother, loved both Becca and Kate—and his actions affected them, too. He was the heir, and everything he did was examined, not only by his father but also by all of society. If he did something scandalous—such as bowing out of an engagement made when he was in leading strings—the taint would fall on Becca and Kate as well. Their standing in society, their invitations to events, even their marriage prospects might fall.

         It was no use arguing with his father when it was his sisters and mother who, in the end, bore the cost.

         Besides. He’d won his point.

         He’d make Lady Cecilia his bride.

         
              

         

         The next morning Mary inhaled shakily in her new bedroom at Angrove House. The room was the size of the dormitory she’d slept in as a child at the orphanage. That room had held twenty girls.

         This room was intended only for her.

         Mary stared around and tried to beat down something that felt very much like panic.

         The walls were painted a delicate pale green, like leaves when they’ve just opened in spring. Slender white pilasters divided the walls into panels, and within each panel was a pretty bas-relief of flowers and birds, painted in pink, blue, red, and yellow. A bed draped in yellow curtains stood to one side of the room, opposite the white-tiled fireplace. Delicate chairs upholstered in blue damask sat before the fireplace, and an elegant dressing table, a chest of drawers, and several tables stood around the room.

         It was beautiful. Refined. Aristocratic.

         She didn’t belong here. She wasn’t a lady. She wasn’t prepared to marry the son of an earl. She wasn’t even sure what she was supposed to do next.

         Mary swallowed, wondering what would happen if she simply turned and fled back down the grand staircase of the house and out the front doors.

         Jo and Lady Angrove had greeted her warmly at the door, but the earl—her father—had been detained by business. Mary wasn’t at all sure what to think of that. Perhaps he didn’t want to see her?

         Perhaps he wished she’d never been found.

         She smoothed damp palms down her skirts.

         “Is this all, my lady?” the young woman who had been introduced as Mary’s lady’s maid asked. Her name was Lane, and her dress—red-and-white striped with small panniers and an abundance of ruffles on the skirts—was much nicer than the plain gray gown Mary wore.

         Lane had bright-red hair and a round freckled face. The maid held up a clean but well-worn chemise, pursing her lips. She had been very polite from the moment Lady Angrove had introduced Mary to her. She’d addressed Mary respectfully and kept her face expressionless.

         Even so, Mary could tell the maid was not best pleased to be serving a woman who two days ago would’ve been under Lane on the social scale.

         Mary had never ordered anyone about.

         On the other hand, if she didn’t take the reins at once, the lady’s maid might never respect her.

         She inhaled and glanced at the soft bag Lane had placed on the bed. Inside was everything Mary owned in the world. She looked at the lady’s maid steadily and said, “Yes. That’s all.”

         Lane hesitated for a fraction of a second and then folded the chemise. “I see, my lady.”

         The maid crossed to the chest of drawers and began transferring Mary’s possessions into it.

         “My mother,” Mary said, with slight emphasis to remind the lady’s maid of who she was, “informed me that the dressmaker would call this afternoon. I’m sure I’ll soon have new clothes.”

         “Yes, my lady. But in the meantime I’ve been instructed to help you dress in one of Lady Joanna’s gowns today.”

         Lane walked to a tall cabinet and opened it, revealing large shelves above a row of drawers. She took down a folded dress and shook it out before laying it on the bed. The dress was cream colored, with a pattern of delicate blue, red, yellow, and pink flowers woven into the fabric.

         Lane cast a sly sideways glance at her. “I suppose this is the grandest dress you’ve ever worn.”

         Of course it was. The gown might be Jo’s castoff, but it had cost more than Mary would’ve made in a year. She’d never worn anything but plain, practical linsey-woolsey.

         But she couldn’t let Lane get away with her cheek.

         Once Mary had seen Lady Caire set an impertinent housemaid right with a mere look.

         Mary lifted her chin, not replying, her gaze steady and calm.

         After a moment Lane bit her lip and looked down. She stroked the dress, her gaze averted. Her voice was softer when she said, “Two years old but still quite in fashion. Come, let me help you dress, my lady.”

         Mary nodded and stepped forward.

         It was strange having another woman undress her as if she were a small child. The lady’s maid efficiently stripped her of her worn gown and stays and then eyed Mary’s chemise.

         It was plain and had several mended spots.

         Lane turned back to the cabinet and pulled open several drawers. “It’s quite lucky that Lady Joanna is your twin, isn’t it, my lady? Her underthings should fit you as well.”

         The maid produced a lovely lawn chemise, so fine it was nearly transparent, and a pair of silk stockings. Mary inhaled and took off her old chemise and stockings, fighting not to cover herself. A lady wouldn’t think anything of standing naked in front of her lady’s maid.

         She was a lady now.

         Mary stood still as the chemise was dropped over her head and Lane laced her into new stays. Next came the stockings, and then the lady’s maid was tying the pannier cage around Mary’s waist. The thin wooden frames arched like little mounds, one on either side of her hips. Mary had never worn panniers before, and they felt strange, making her overly aware of her hips.

         The dress came last, first the skirts draped over the panniers and tied around her waist, and then the bodice and overskirt in one piece. The entire thing was drawn on like a banyan or robe. The sides of the bodice were pinned to a stomacher in the front—a lovely embroidered V-shaped insert—from the décolletage to her waist. The overskirts fell open in front, revealing the skirt beneath. Behind Mary a great curtain of fabric draped from her shoulders to the floor in elegant excess.

         Lane knelt to hold two heeled slippers for Mary to step into. Then Mary sat at the dressing table while Lane brushed out and redressed her hair.

         “There,” the lady’s maid said, sounding satisfied. “You look lovely, my lady. That gown does suit you.”

         Mary stared at her reflection in the mirror above the dressing table. A lady stared back, clad in an elegant robe à la française, her hair in curls and ribbons atop her head.

         The lady in the mirror looked calm and serene—not at all as Mary was feeling inside. Would Lord Blackwell find this woman attractive?

         Perhaps alluring?

         She shivered, not sure if she wanted him to see her in her finery or not. Would he think she was something she wasn’t if he did?

         Mary turned away from the mirror. She might be dressed like a lady, but she didn’t feel like one. “Thank you, Lane.”

         The lady’s maid dipped into a curtsy as Mary left the bedroom.

         Her skirts swept the floor with each step when Mary descended the stairs. She was careful to keep one hand on the banister, for she wasn’t used to either the weight of the dress or the tilting of the panniers as she moved.

         She was to join Lady Angrove and the marchioness in one of the sitting rooms on the floor below. Mary had been shown the way before being led to her new bedroom, but now she paused as she reached the lower level. The hall ran both to the right and to the left, and there were doors in either direction. Which way was the sitting room?

         Mary felt sweat bead at the small of her back.

         She turned to the right, her panniers swaying gently as she walked in the heeled shoes. She was more used to practical buckled shoes with a wide square heel. The dainty slippers she wore were embroidered with tiny flowers over the toe and had a pointy little heel. They’d be ruined within a day if she wore these slippers on the street in St Giles.

         Mary shook her head. She needed to find the sitting room, not contemplate beautiful, frivolous shoes.

         She paused at the third door to the right. This might be the correct room, but she wasn’t entirely sure.

         Mary squared her shoulders and opened the door.

         She knew at once that she had the wrong room. Unlike the light and airy sitting room she sought, this was a dark-paneled room with no windows. A large desk took up nearly one half of the room, while at the other end several chairs were grouped before a roaring fire.

         A stout gentleman in his middle years sat behind the desk, his head bent as he wrote on a piece of paper.

         He looked up as Mary stood frozen in the doorway and peered impatiently at her over spectacles. “I told you I’m busy, Joanna.”

         Mary swallowed. “I’m not Jo.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         
            One day a land prince fell into the sea and sank beneath the waves. Clio seized the beautiful man and brought him to the shore. She watched from the sea until he regained his senses.

            But just as she got up the courage to call to him, a land maid happened by, and the man hailed her as his savior.

            When Clio told Triton about it later, he rolled his eyes and muttered about boneheaded land men.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Mary stared at the gentleman. He looked to be in his sixth decade, with a rather ordinary face save for his large brown eyes. He wore a soft cap and a wine-colored banyan over breeches and shirt.

         “Not Joanna?” He slowly set aside his quill, staring at her. “Then you’re the other one.”

         She swallowed. “Yes?”

         “Ah.” He stood at last, and she saw that he was only a few inches taller than she. “I’m William Albright, the Earl of Angrove.”

         Belatedly she dipped into a curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She didn’t tack on Father, because she suspected it wouldn’t be welcome from “the other one.”

         “You do resemble Joanna.” He examined her with what looked like dispassion. “No wonder Martha thought you might be Cecilia.”

         Might? Everyone else seemed certain she was Cecilia.

         Mary felt sweat start on the small of her back. Did the earl himself think she was an impostor?

         He rounded the desk. “I suppose I must call you Cecilia.”

         “Only if you wish,” Mary murmured, trying—and probably failing—not to sound sarcastic.

         If the earl noticed her tone, he made no indication. “I find it difficult to believe the baby survived.” He gestured vaguely with one hand. “Oh, I know that Martha held out hope, but I never did. It’s been twenty years, after all.”

         Mary wasn’t entirely certain what to reply to this. At last she settled on, “I’m surprised as well.”

         He grunted. “Blackwell found you in a bookshop, did he?”

         She nodded.

         “I understand that you were a maidservant in Lord Caire’s household. Were you treated well?”

         “Oh yes,” she said. “Lady Caire has always been the kindest and most loving of mistresses. I really couldn’t have hoped for a better position.”

         “Good. Good. Yes, well…,” the earl replied, trailing off. He glanced at his desk. “I’m afraid I still have letters to write. As a rule I dislike being disturbed before six of the clock.”

         “I-I’m sorry to have interrupted you.” She pressed her fingernails into her palms to keep from displaying disappointment at his cool dismissal. “I was on my way to the sitting room, but I’m not sure exactly where it is.”

         He nodded and strode toward the door behind her.

         She turned and saw a large mirror framed in fantastic gilt curls hanging beside the door.

         They were both reflected in it.

         The earl paused. “See here.” He gestured to their reflections. “You have the look not only of Joanna but of myself.”

         He was right. Mary caught her breath as she gazed at the mirror. Her eyes were the same shape and color as the earl’s. What was more, her high forehead and rounded chin were his, as was her straight nose.

         The earl said thoughtfully, “You have the Albright eyes, same as my father and his father before him. Breeds true in our family, make no mistake.”

         Our family. Mary caught her breath at the words.

         “You’re an Albright all right,” he continued carelessly. “The only question is whether or not you’re Cecilia Albright.” He went to the doorway and gestured down the hall. “Continue that way. The last door in the corridor leads to the gray sitting room.”

         With that he reentered his study and shut the door.

         Mary inhaled shakily and started down the hallway again. What did the earl mean that she was an Albright but possibly not Cecilia? Were there other missing Albrights?

         And more importantly, if he decided she wasn’t Cecilia, would he toss her back out again?

         Was all this upheaval for naught?

         The hallway was lined on one side with windows that overlooked the road at the front of the house. As Mary passed one she looked down and saw Lord Blackwell dismounting from his chestnut mare. She slowed to watch as he walked to the mare’s head, catching her bridle and murmuring something to her. His raven’s-wing head was bent to the mare, and the horse swiveled her ears as if she were listening to what he said.

         His movements were sure and gentle, his broad hand stroking the glossy neck. He chuckled when the horse tossed her head at him, and Mary knew:

         Lord Blackwell loved that horse.

         The thought sent a tickling feeling down her spine. Odd. She’d not considered him the sort of man to care so tenderly for an animal. He’d seemed vain and arrogant to her in the bookshop.

         But she really didn’t know him, did she?

         She wanted to know him. The realization was sudden and complete. She wanted to find out how the man stroking his mare so tenderly could be the same one who deliberately provoked her into wild emotion.

         He glanced up then, as if he’d heard her thoughts, and when he stilled, she knew he’d seen her watching him from the window. He swept her a low bow, and she fought back a smile while at the same time her cheeks warmed.

         Shaking her head, Mary turned from the window and continued to the sitting room.

         She paused before she entered to run a calming hand down her skirts. Then she opened the door.

         The room was obviously called the gray sitting room due to the color of the walls and chairs, both in a calming dove gray accented by white and dark blue. In the middle of the room Lady Angrove and the marchioness sat side by side on a settee, with Jo in a chair nearby.

         “Oh, Cece, there you are!” Jo exclaimed. Her sister beamed and stood up to take her hands. “You took so long to come down that I vow I began to believe you were lost.”

         “I’m afraid I was,” Mary replied. “I had to get directions from the earl.”

         Jo’s eyes widened. “You met Father?”

         “Yes. He was in his study. I’m afraid I interrupted his work.”

         “Oh dear,” Jo said, while at the same time the marchioness made a sound perilously close to a snort.

         Lady Angrove rushed into speech. “Naturally my husband is a busy man, but that doesn’t mean he’s not happy that you’ve been found, Cecilia.”

         Lady Angrove was a nice woman, but Mary rather doubted her words after having met the earl. She knew better than to voice her thoughts on the matter, however.

         “You look very pretty, dear,” Lady Angrove continued.

         “Lady Cecilia’s beauty takes a man’s breath away,” said a deep voice from behind Mary.

         She turned slowly, aware that her heart had begun to beat faster.

         Lord Blackwell stood in the doorway to the sitting room, his bright blue eyes studying her from the top of her precisely curled hair to the embroidered tips of her toes.

         Mary fought not to glance away under his scrutiny. The viscount’s gaze was searing. He examined her as if he could see through the silk of her bodice, through the whalebone of her stays, to all her vulnerable places underneath.

         She felt her nipples tighten almost painfully as he watched her, and she wondered wildly: did he know what his examination did to her?

         Did he know that her center was melting because of his eyes?

         Holding his blue gaze was an almost-unbearable torture.

         Just a corner of his mouth curled up as he stared into her eyes, and she had her answer.

         Oh, he knew all right.

         The realization should’ve sent her running from the room in embarrassment. It didn’t.

         Instead she raised her chin in challenge.

         The curl of his lips widened into a true smile.

         The marchioness humphed, bringing Mary abruptly back to the room.

         “The gel is pretty enough,” the old lady said. “Put a flowered hat on a donkey and it would look grand as well. The test is if we can instill in her all the rules of society and gentle manners.”

         Mary narrowed her eyes. She didn’t much like being talked about as if she were a doll to be dressed in whatever gown took their fancy. “Thank you for your kindness, my lady.”

         “’Tisn’t kindness,” the marchioness said bluntly. “It’s duty is what it is.”

         “Mother…,” Lady Angrove murmured. “Can’t we simply enjoy Cecilia for the day? I have so much I want to talk about with her, and I’m sure it’s been quite wearying for her already, moving into Angrove House.”

         “Oh, and I was going to take her on a carriage ride around the park.” Jo pouted.

         The old woman shook her head. “Coddling the gel won’t help her, Martha.” She caught Mary in her eagle-eyed glare. “You must be an asset to your family, my dear. There is no other choice. We cannot have you shaming this house by inadvertent gaucheness. To that end Angrove will hire all the tutors you need to achieve complete competency in your role as daughter of the Earl of Angrove. But you—you and no one else—must be determined to learn everything you need. Do you understand, gel?”

         Mary answered without hesitation. “I do, my lady.”

         The marchioness didn’t smile, but something in her face softened a little, and she gave an approving nod. “Good. Now. Let’s begin.”

         
              

         

         Lady Cecilia had a determined spark in her eye that Henry had never seen on her sister’s face, and that pretty chin was at a stubborn angle. He’d been prepared to take her to wife as she was—a woman of intelligence, hampered by her lack of knowledge of sometimes-ridiculous society manners. But if anyone could learn in weeks what a lady usually acquired over years of tutoring, Lady Cecilia could.

         He studied her as the marchioness waved her to the settee opposite her and Lady Angrove and began her regime. Lady Cecilia had been nervous when he’d first entered the room, but now she sat straight and calm across from her mother and grandmother. They couldn’t fault her for her posture, at least. She had the bearing of a countess already.

         His countess, Henry reminded himself, feeling almost possessive. Lady Cecilia would be his bride within the month. Would warm his bed and bear his children. And beyond that? He might have something he’d never thought to have with Joanna: a commonality of mind. A possibility of real companionship, in intellect, wit, and interests.

         Lady Cecilia could be the wife he’d never hoped to have.

         Lady Joanna had reseated herself next to her sister, and the similarity between the two of them was striking.

         Yet he could tell them apart easily.

         Lady Cecilia held herself differently, was more calm and reserved—and her biting wit was revealed in the small twist of her mouth as she listened to the marchioness.

         His own lips twitched. Cecilia might have learned to tamp down her fire and to feign meekness, but he well knew she was a prickly little thing.

         He looked forward to navigating her thorns to find the rose within.

         She answered the ladies’ questions with a serene air and was untroubled by the lecturing tone of voice the marchioness was using. She was open and polite, but her expression didn’t give anything away.

         Henry sat back, watching her. On the whole he preferred the snappish miss he’d met in the bookstore. This solemn facade was too hard to read.

         What did she think of her change of fortune?

         More importantly, what did she think of suddenly gaining a future husband? Of being affianced to him?

         Her dispassion, her very politeness irked him. He didn’t want his fiery maidservant to completely disappear.

         Joanna, who had been looking quite bored as her grandmother ground on, made an excuse and left the room.

         Henry stifled a smile and stood. He idly strolled around the room, navigating so that he approached the settee where Lady Cecilia sat alone now.

         Although she hid it well, she was well aware of his movements.

         He paused by the arm of her settee and saw her throat tremble. She ducked her head as if to hide her glance at him.

         He banished the beginnings of a smile and sauntered behind the settee. Her head was bent a little downward and the back of her neck was tender and vulnerable. A few mahogany wisps of hair had escaped from her coiffure and were curling against her nape, and he had an urge to touch them. To feel the warmth of her bare skin.

         He couldn’t, of course. Any contact between him and Lady Cecilia was strictly regulated according to society’s rules. He could kiss the back of her hand. He could let her fingers rest on his arm. He could take her hand if they danced.

         All other touch was forbidden.

         Henry trailed his fingers along the edge of the settee, watching as she shivered when his hand passed her shoulders. Yes, she was very aware of him even in the midst of her conversation.

         He walked to the other end of the settee and casually leaned over the back, resting his right elbow a handbreadth from her shoulder.

         She tensed, and he turned his head sideways to see that a faint blush was climbing her cheeks.

         “…And the dressmaker will arrive immediately after luncheon,” the marchioness was saying as she came to the end of a long list of duties and appointments for Lady Cecilia. Her gimlet gaze suddenly pinned Henry. “Since we have a small amount of time before luncheon is served, perhaps Lord Blackwell will escort you about the garden, Cecilia.”

         Henry straightened. “I would be honored.” He walked around to face Lady Cecilia and held out his hand. “If I may, my lady?”

         “Thank you, my lord.” She didn’t meet his eyes as she put her hand in his.

         In any other lady he’d suspect shyness. But even knowing her so little, he doubted it was timidity that kept her gaze firmly averted from his face. She was trying to hide her reaction to him.

         Trying to hide the heat that rose between them.

         If he leaned a little closer he fancied he would smell her, smell her woman’s scent.

         The thought made his balls tighten.

         He wrapped his fingers around her smaller hand, aware that he could feel callouses at the tips of some of her fingers. What were they from? What sort of work had she had to do besides watch the Caire children?

         Or was it simply that she hadn’t the time to take care of her hands as a lady did? Buffing away any roughness, shaping her nails just so, smoothing cream on every night?

         Her hands were practical. Useful.

         He wanted to bring her hand to his lips and kiss each callous.

         He helped Lady Cecilia to her feet and tucked her hand into his elbow before taking leave of the older ladies.

         They strolled out the door and down the hall toward the back of the house.

         She was a silent presence beside him, her head coming only to his shoulder. He glanced down at her. “Your mother and grandmother have laid out a rather comprehensive course of study, my lady. I hope you don’t find it too overwhelming.”

         “I am content with what is expected of me, my lord,” she replied coolly.

         He glanced at her again as he opened the door to the town house garden. “Indeed? I trust you’ll let me know if it becomes too arduous.”

         She stopped and turned to him, and he saw that her large brown eyes were narrowed. “And what exactly will you do about it if I tell you I no longer wish to become a lady?”

         He hesitated, eyeing her.

         She nodded sharply. “Exactly.”

         His mouth firmed. “I can advocate on your behalf, my lady.”

         “Can you?” she called carelessly over her shoulder as she descended the wide granite steps into the garden. “I find that unlikely, my lord.”

         Little termagant. He strode after her and caught her arm to turn her. “I will be your husband.”

         She pursed her lips. “But you are not yet. I am governed by my family now. Pray do not pretend otherwise.”

         “Cecilia,” he growled.

         “Don’t call me that.” Her oval face was suddenly alight with passion.

         She was glorious.

         He blinked, trying to wrest his mind back to the conversation. “What?”

         “My name is Mary,” she hissed, stepping closer, tilting her head up to glare at him. How had he ever believed her fire had died? It was merely banked. Hidden from public view. “I may be Lady Cecilia now, but the name is a stranger’s. The people who gave me room and board named me Mary. I’ll not give up my name, who I am, simply because it would serve other people for me to do so. I am Mary, not Cecilia, and I’ll thank you to remember that.”

         “Very well, Mary,” he drawled.

         He shouldn’t.

         It wasn’t done.

         And yet he simply could not help himself.

         She was a flame alight—a living, breathing woman he couldn’t resist.

         He framed her face and kissed her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         
            Clio could not stop thinking of the land prince and his beauty. She spent long hours talking about him—much to Triton’s irritation.

            So obsessed with the idea of meeting the land prince did she become that at last she went to the Sea Wizard and made a bargain: in exchange for her voice he would give her land legs. But there was a catch—if the beautiful land man did not kiss Clio within a week, she would wither and die.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Mary gasped and instinctively tried to pull away from Lord Blackwell’s embrace.

         But his grip was firm—he wouldn’t let her retreat. Instead he held her firmer…and opened his mouth over hers.

         He overwhelmed her with sensation. The softness of his lips, the slight rasp of his cheek, his fingers long and strong on her cheeks.

         She’d never been kissed before.

         This…this was…a revelation. His mouth was hot on hers, his chest firm. She could smell him. A lemon scent, perhaps from his hair, and a hint of tea.

         She felt her controls slipping. Felt him urge her on—toward what she wasn’t sure. She mustn’t. She mustn’t.

         But part of her wanted what he offered.

         Freedom. Sensuality. Bliss.

         His tongue ran along her bottom lip. She tentatively opened her mouth, answering him, gasping in sudden wild heat when she felt his tongue touch hers.

         Only to have him abruptly let her go and step back.

         “I beg your pardon,” he said, his voice husky. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

         Shouldn’t he have?

         She gazed at him thoughtfully. Color had crept into his cheekbones, and his mouth was reddened, highlighting his black hair and blue eyes.

         Lord Blackwell really was a most handsome gentleman.

         And she wasn’t entirely sure she’d wanted him to stop kissing her.

         She wanted more. More from the kiss. More from him.

         More…something.

         And, frustratingly, he’d decided that now wasn’t the time to provide it.

         Was he playing with her?

         Mary spun and strode into the garden to hide her face and compose herself.

         “Mary,” the viscount called behind her.

         She didn’t stop.

         He cursed under his breath, and she heard the crunch of gravel as he came after her.

         She squared her shoulders, focusing on the garden. She’d spent many an hour overseeing her charges in the back garden at Caire House and in public parkland, but she’d never simply walked in a garden for pleasure. For herself.

         It seemed somehow decadent.

         The Angrove House garden was rectangular and enclosed by a stone wall. A gravel path made a loop around the garden, with geometric beds in the middle. A few flowers bloomed in ordered groupings among the small, clipped boxwood hedges, and several apple trees were espaliered against the walls.

         Mary descended into the garden with Lord Blackwell by her side.

         “I hope I haven’t offended you,” he said at last.

         She was very conscious of his taller form. Of his heat, radiating to her.

         For some reason it made her particularly irritated. “Why would I be?”

         He darted a glance at her, his beautiful eyes narrowed. “I did embrace you without permission.”

         “You’ll be doing much more than that soon,” she said before she could stop herself—and then felt warmth climb her cheeks. Blast it.

         Out of the corner of her eye she could see one side of his mouth curl, but he didn’t take the opportunity she’d presented to say something risqué. “It must be very strange to you, this arranged marriage.”

         She looked at him and then away again. He seemed quite sincere.

         “It is,” she admitted, feeling a bit surprised at the thoughtfulness his question implied. “I don’t know why you suffer it.”

         “I haven’t any choice,” he replied, his voice low. She looked at him and saw that his expression was wry. “I must abide by my father’s pact with your father. To do otherwise would be to dishonor my family and my name.” He stopped and faced her. “I was born to someday become the Earl of Keating. This marriage is but a small part of that destiny.”

         “But…” She searched his face, looking for any doubts. “Isn’t there a part of you that yearns to fly free from all that? All the…the…constrictions of your title?”

         He hesitated, glancing away for a moment, and she thought he might simply give her a pat answer. An answer without any substance.

         Then he looked back at her, and while a corner of his mobile mouth curved, his bright blue eyes held a hint of melancholy. “Yes, sometimes. I’m not an automaton, moving without thought or emotion. I do sometimes think of rebelling against my father, abandoning London, and upsetting all his mechanisms.” His lips quirked. “But you see, it isn’t just myself that I have to think about. I have a mother and sisters. A rank that includes the responsibilities of land and people. Tell me, should I be so selfish as to think of only my wishes?”

         Her brows drew together as she parted her lips.

         He pressed one finger against her mouth, forestalling her reply. “And if…if I were to do so—think only of myself—have you considered that such a course would not bring happiness in any case? At least not to me.” His look was rueful. “I love my mother and sisters. I don’t want to be estranged from them. I even feel an affection for my father, though we see eye to eye on very little.” He inhaled. “No action is done in a vacuum. What I decide to do affects many others. That’s why I will fulfill my father’s promise to marry you.”

         Mary stared at him. This man wasn’t at all what she’d initially thought him. He was handsome, true, but under the outer charm was a thoughtful man. He might be an aristocrat, but that very lineage burdened him with duty and the expectations of others. More, he considered other people. Was worried about how his actions would affect them.

         She found that to be rather…noble, actually.

         Mary glanced away, disconcerted at the thought. She realized that she didn’t know who Lord Blackwell was at all…and she wanted to.

         She inhaled and turned back to him, squaring her shoulders and asked the question she’d been wondering about since yesterday in the sitting room. “You were originally engaged to Lady Joanna…and now you’ll marry me. Do you not care which woman you take as wife? Are we both the same to you?”

         He bowed his head. “I would’ve married Lady Joanna without complaint, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t have an opinion on the lady I wed.” He glanced up at her, his blue eyes piercing. “I find myself…pleased with the prospect of marrying you, Mary.”

         “Truly?” she asked softly, her heart warming at his words. “But you hardly know me, my lord.”

         “No, you’re right, I don’t,” he replied. “I had years in which to understand Lady Joanna, and now only a little while to discover you.” He stepped closer so that his chest almost, almost touched the tips of her breasts, and she was forced to tilt back her head to keep her eyes locked with his. He bent and murmured in her ear softly. Intimately. “Only a small time to learn your likes and dislikes. Your favorite foods. The thing that disgusts you the most.” He paced around her, and she was reminded of how he’d stalked her in the sitting room. His voice came from over her left shoulder. “What authors you like to read. What you look like when you laugh from your belly. How your tears fall. If you like to stroll in the morning or if you’d rather laze abed. If the sound of an orchestra makes your heart sing or leaves you unmoved. How to make you smile and how to make you sob.”

         His breath was hot in her right ear, and Mary shivered, closing her eyes to keep herself calm.

         “I want to learn all of you. I want you to know me in return. When I next kiss you, I want you to welcome my lips like a lover instead of a stranger.”

         She inhaled sharply. This was like a waking dream, for this man, this fascinating, handsome aristocrat to speak to her so bluntly.

         So passionately.

         “Do you want that as well?” He was in front of her now.

         “Yes,” she said, opening her eyes to meet his gaze boldly. “Yes, I do.”

         
              

         

         Henry watched Mary’s serious face. She looked determined, as if learning about him was yet another task that she must perform correctly in order to become Lady Cecilia. That wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t want this to be a duty between them.

         It should be a wooing.

         To that end he held out his arm. “Shall we stroll whilst I outline my scheme?”

         She nodded, taking his arm, and they continued down the garden path, the gravel crunching beneath their heels.

         “I propose,” he said slowly, “that we ask questions of each other in turn.”

         She glanced up at him cautiously, her brows raised. “Any questions?”

         His lips quirked. “Yes, but I have a caveat: the asker must answer the question as well.”

         She thought over that for a moment as they neared a marble bench set beneath an arbor. The roses on the arbor weren’t in bloom, of course, but the orange-red rose hips made a pretty autumn picture nonetheless.

         “Very well,” she said at last. “That seems like a workable plan.”

         She sounded as serious as any lawyer debating a contract.

         He bowed, repressing a smile. “Then I’ll grant you the first question.”

         She didn’t hesitate. “Why were you at Adams and Sons the day we met?”

         Henry looked at her quizzically. The question seemed too simple. “To buy books.”

         She frowned sternly. “Yes, but which books? Were you looking for a particular volume? Or had you gone simply to wander the aisles?”

         Ah. This was more interesting. “I do enjoy simply walking about a bookstore,” he replied. “How else am I to discover books I didn’t know I wanted?”

         A small smile lit her face. “I like doing that as well. I vow I could spend an entire day at a bookstore and never notice time passing.”

         “What book were you looking for there?”

         She shook her head at him, but the gesture was teasing instead of angry. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you haven’t answered my question yet. But I’ll go first: I was looking for volume seven of The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment in the newest edition, published in—”

         “Seventeen forty-four,” Henry finished for her. “I have the entire set of that edition in my library. I bought it at once when I saw the lovely red leather binding the printer used.”

         “You have it?” She stopped, turning to him in apparent excitement. “Oh, how lovely it must be to simply go out and buy whatever book catches your fancy! I’d been saving my wages for several months to be able to afford one volume alone.”

         Henry forbore to point out that soon she would be able to afford a dozen collections of the Arabian Nights. “I’d be honored to lend you the set.”

         “Thank you,” she said quietly, fingering one of the rose hips on the arbor. “I’d like that. But you haven’t answered about what books you were looking for at Adams and Sons.”

         “I had two quarries,” he said. “One, a book of poetry for my mother, and t—”

         A rose hip immediately to the right of Mary’s face exploded.

         For a second Henry’s mind went blank.

         And then came the bang!

         He lunged at Mary, grasping her around the waist and bearing her to the ground beneath him. He rolled as they fell, just enough that he hit the ground with his shoulder, protecting her from the impact.

         She squeaked and tried to push him away.

         “Hold still,” he growled at her.

         She froze, her eyes widening.

         They lay face-to-face, his nose only inches from hers, one of his legs between her own. Had this been any other circumstance, the position would have given him ideas. As it was—

         “What was that sound?” she asked.

         “Gunshot.”

         He could feel her breath on his cheek and the rapid rise and fall of her breasts. He lifted his head enough to glance behind them at Angrove House and saw no one. He scanned the surrounding buildings. What sort of imbecile played with guns in the middle of London?

         The door to Angrove House banged open.

         The earl rushed out, followed by the butler and two footmen. Angrove glanced wildly around and then saw them at the bottom of the garden. “My God, was that a gunshot I heard?”

         Whoever the shooter was, he seemed to have realized his stupendous error. There’d been no more shots.

         “It was a gunshot,” Henry shouted back. “But we are unhurt.”

         The earl was already trotting toward them with his manservants trailing behind. “God’s blood! What fool is shooting so close to the houses?”

         The least the man could do is ask about his daughter, Henry thought irritably as he gingerly levered himself off Mary.

         He looked at the woman below him. Her brown eyes were wide, and she had a leaf in her hair, but otherwise she appeared composed. “Are you all right?”

         “Yes,” she replied at once. “Though my panniers may never recover.”

         His lips curled at that, though he was still angered by how close she’d come to being shot in her own father’s garden. “Perhaps I can buy you a new pair of panniers.”

         “I’ve been told that a lady must never accept garments—let alone undergarments—from a gentleman.” Her eyes were lowered, but her stern little mouth twitched.

         A bolt of awareness shot through him. She was flirting with him.

         He pulled her to her feet and plucked the leaf from her hair, whispering in her ear, “From any other gentleman, certainly. But I think you may accept gifts from your future husband—even intimate ones.”

         Before she could make a reply her father was upon them. “This is unconscionable! I’ve sent a footman to alert the watch so that we may arrest this miscreant.”

         Henry privately thought that it was extremely unlikely the watch would find whoever had been shooting. Surely once they realized that their shot had gone into a private garden they would’ve taken to their heels.

         The earl finally turned to his daughter and said politely, “I hope you are well?”

         “I’m quite all right, my lord,” Mary said. “Thank you for inquiring.”

         Her father glanced at her sharply as if suspecting sarcasm, but decided not to address the matter. “Well, let’s adjourn to the house in any case.” Angrove glanced uneasily at his neighbors’ rooftops. “I’m sure luncheon is about to be served.”

         Henry felt a spurt of rage that the shooter had cut short his tête-à-tête with Mary, but he replied calmly, “A good idea.” He held out his arm to Mary. “My lady?”

         He led her after the earl, but as they made the granite steps to the back door, Henry couldn’t help another look about. He frowned. The walls of the garden were at least ten feet high. In order for someone to have shot into the garden, they’d have to be on an upper floor of one of the town houses or a rooftop.

         A chill prickled the back of his neck.

         In either case it was hard to see how the shot could have been accidental.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         
            Triton was appalled.

            “That is the worst bargain I have ever heard,” he told Clio. “Obviously I’ll have to go with you.”

            So he made a bargain with the Sea Wizard on similar terms—though his was not exactly the same.

            That night Clio and Triton swam to the shore and hobbled out of the waves on their land legs. Neither could speak, but that did not stop Triton from rolling his eyes at Clio.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Mary could still feel Lord Blackwell’s hard, heavy body on hers as she followed the earl inside. He’d moved so fast when the rosebush had burst apart beside her. She hadn’t even realized what was happening until she was already on the ground, his weight pressing down on her.

         Covering her.

         Protecting her.

         It had felt…exciting.

         She contemplated that, trying to figure out why exactly having Lord Blackwell use his body to protect her should awaken such a thrill in her. Perhaps it was because she’d spent her life looking after herself. Oh, the orphanage had provided a home—a place to learn and food and a bed—but there were many, many children there. No matter how kind Lady Caire and her brother, Mr. Makepeace, had been, they’d had to divide their time—their attention—among dozens of children. Like the other children at the home, Mary had become independent at a very young age.

         To have one person—one man—focused entirely on her and her welfare was a heady experience.

         She wasn’t used to another person caring for her, and it had felt quite lovely.

         And besides her emotional reaction, there was another one. She’d felt small under him. Small and very much a woman. His shoulders had more than spanned hers, and his leg had pushed between hers. Even through skirts and underskirts, she’d felt the muscle of his thigh.

         Mary shivered. What would it be like to feel that thigh without clothing between them?

         “Are you all right?” Lord Blackwell murmured as they entered the house. The earl was striding ahead of them, leading the way. “I was rather rough throwing you to the ground.”

         “I’m well.” Mary glanced at him shyly and caught the relieved expression that flashed across his face.

         “Good,” he said, once again tucking her hand in the bend of his elbow. “I’d not like to hurt you in any way.”

         She half smiled at that. “Surely a few bruises would be a fair exchange for not being shot.”

         He shook his head as he ushered her up the stairs. “Any injury at all is unacceptable.”

         “I thank you both for your concern.” She felt heat rising in her cheeks as she spoke. “And for saving my life.”

         Those devastating dimples came into play, though she thought she saw something grave behind his eyes. “Believe me when I say it was my pleasure.”

         His words made something warm inside her. It was very seductive, the way he cared for her. It made her long to surrender control. To unbend herself and let him worry about all her concerns and doubts.

         Seductive indeed.

         Perhaps too seductive?

         Mary bit her lip. The thought of relinquishing control, even to her future husband, made her uneasy. She’d been too long independent.

         They stepped onto the upper floor and followed the earl to the larger dining room. Mary could hear laughter from within. One of the footmen threw open the red-painted door and immediately Lady Angrove’s voice rang out. “William! See whom Joanna has brought back for luncheon.”

         Lady Angrove sat at one end of a long table, the marchioness seated to her left and Jo to her right. A large young man sat beside Jo, his light-brown eyes slightly protuberant beneath his white wig. He had a big chin and large nose and might have been homely if it weren’t for the wide smile on his face.

         He stood on their entrance, and Mary immediately recognized him. “Why, sir, it’s good to see you again, though I don’t think we were ever properly introduced.”

         “My lady,” he said, bowing. “I’m John Seymour, and I’m glad you’ve found your family.”

         “You know Johnny?” Jo asked, looking between them.

         The name jogged something in Mary’s memory, but Mr. Seymour was already speaking: “I was with Blackwell when he discovered Lady Cecilia at the bookshop.”

         “But you never told me.” Jo pouted rather attractively as Mary, the viscount, and the earl took seats. The earl was at the opposite end of the table from his wife, while Mary found herself between the marchioness and Lord Blackwell.

         Footmen began trooping into the dining room with platters of fish.

         “I do apologize,” Mr. Seymour replied to Jo, reseating himself. “I should have told you at once.”

         “And you would’ve, I vow, had I let you speak at all today.” Jo laughed, glancing at Mary. “I started talking the moment I caught sight of Johnny in the park, and I suppose I haven’t stopped since.” She turned back to Mr. Seymour. “You are forgiven, sir.”

         Mr. Seymour clapped a hand to his chest. “I cannot tell how you relieve me, my lady. I should never wish to be in your bad graces.”

         Mary found her lips twitching as she finally remembered where she’d heard the name Johnny before—Jo had called her mysterious love Johnny.

         She looked between her sister and Mr. Seymour with more interest with the realization.

         The earl cleared his throat now, his brow heavy as he helped himself to fish. “Thought you were off on the Continent, Seymour.”

         “That’s where I planned to be,” Mr. Seymour replied ruefully. “But there’s a veritable plague in Paris, and I thought it better to simply come home rather than risk disease amongst the frogs.”

         “Oh, goodness,” Lady Angrove exclaimed worriedly. “Indeed you did the right thing, John.”

         Mary took a careful bite of her fish, making sure to swallow before she asked, “Why were you in Paris?”

         Mr. Seymour turned to her. “I was on a grand tour. I was rather at…loose ends and thought it best to go abroad for a bit.” Mary noticed that Jo looked down at her plate at this. “Rome and Athens and Vienna. All the interesting places. Took me most of the last year, and what have I to show for it? Two broken busts I picked up in Italy and a scar from a footpad in Venice.”

         “A scar!” exclaimed Jo.

         He looked at her, a smile spreading across his face. “Only a small one, and that because I tripped and fell running away from the tough. Ended up tearing my breeches and having to dig a bit of gravel out of my knee—hence the scar. Most embarrassing, I can tell you.”

         “I don’t know that I’d be so eager to boast about cowardice,” the earl said.

         Beside her, Lord Blackwell stiffened.

         Jo looked anxiously at her father.

         Seymour’s smile fell. “No, of course not. Er…It was more a sort of jest.”

         The earl ate a bite of the fish without replying.

         “Well,” Lady Angrove said a trifle loudly. “I’m glad you’re back in London. You’ll be able to attend the ball we’re having to introduce Cecilia to society.”

         Mary clutched her fork. “A ball?”

         “Yes, dear,” the marchioness said. “Best to immediately show that we’ve acknowledged you. If we wait, it will only fuel rumors.”

         “I see.” Mary looked down at her fish, feeling a bit queasy.

         “It will be so exciting!” Jo clapped her hands. “We’ll have new ball gowns and dancing slippers.”

         “A fortnight,” the marchioness stated firmly, pinning Mary with her stare. “The ball will be in a fortnight.”

         Mary swallowed. Two weeks. How was she to learn everything she needed to move in society—at a ball at which she would be the center of attention—in only two weeks?

         The marchioness seemed to know what she was thinking, for she smiled thinly. “I suggest we continue your instructions immediately after luncheon.”

         
              

         

         Henry watched as Mary’s face paled, her eyes on her plate. She was quite obviously worried over the lessons.

         The apprehension in her face made his heart ache. He wanted to comfort her and wipe that expression from her face.

         He leaned toward her and whispered, “I look forward to teaching you to dance.”

         She turned to him. “I thought I was to have a dancing master?”

         He shrugged. “But you’ll need to practice, yes? Who better than your fiancé?”

         Her eyes narrowed at him, but at least she was no longer wearing that pinched expression. “You never fully answered my question.”

         “What question?”

         “What book you were looking for at Adams and Sons?”

         “Ah.” He sat back as a footman refilled his wineglass. He frowned at the reminder of how close she’d come to being shot. “We were interrupted, weren’t we?”

         “Yes.” Her lips twitched as she peeked up at him. “Are you trying to avoid telling me about the book you went to Adams and Sons for? I’m now convinced that it was quite scandalous.”

         “Alas no,” he said. “I fear I was only on the hunt for Mr. Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler.”

         “Truly?” She stared at him interestedly. “I had not thought such a prosaic book and hobby would catch your fancy.”

         He felt his eyebrows rise. Did she think him so featherbrained? “Indeed there are a great many things that interest me, some of which might surprise you.”

         “Oh?” She took a sip of wine. “Such as?”

         He grinned, for she’d put him on the spot and it was entirely his own fault. Quickly he racked his brain. “I have a tremendous interest in birds.”

         She looked at him skeptically. “Birds.”

         He nodded with all the sincerity he was capable of. “Oh yes. Sparrows, hawks, the odd robin or titmouse. They all are completely fascinating.”

         “Including pigeons?” she asked very gravely.

         He looked at her, at her straight black brows and the big brown eyes regarding him so seriously, and yet with a spark of humor, and it was as if something turned over in his chest. She was playing with him, this woman. Playing on his own level with the same sort of wit he himself used.

         He wanted to grin. To catch her up and swing her about.

         But he’d taken a touch too long to answer her—she was staring at him with her eyebrows arched now.

         “Forgive me,” he said quickly. “I was lost in thoughts of pigeons because of their utter fascination for me.”

         Her lips twitched. “Naturally.”

         “Indeed.” He fought to keep his expression sober. “The gray ones, the bluey-green ones, and of course the white ones.”

         “Those are doves, surely?”

         “No,” he said kindly. “Doves coo.”

         “Don’t pigeons as well?”

         “Yes, but doves are brown or gray and have a ring about their necks—unless of course they’re the white ones. Also, they roost in trees and call mournfully in the evenings so that one thinks someone is weeping.”

         “Do you know,” she said thoughtfully, “I’m not sure I know the difference between pigeons and doves. I mean outside of the neck ring. They both do look awfully alike.”

         “But the doves and pigeons must understand their differences, don’t you think?” He smiled at her. “After all, the dove doesn’t form a misalliance with the pigeon.”

         “No,” she said, sounding troubled for some reason. “In that they are just like us, I suppose.”

         “How so?”

         She looked at him frankly. “Well, you would never have thought of marrying me had you not recognized me as an Angrove daughter that day in the bookstore. Had I merely been a maidservant of no name you would’ve passed me by without a second look. We humans don’t marry between classes any more than pigeons mate with doves.”

         Henry opened his mouth, for he wanted to refute her.

         But Mary was speaking the truth.

         He frowned, ill at ease. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have thought of marrying you, though you are wholly wrong on one point: I certainly would’ve given you a second look.”

         She shook her head slightly. “If you had looked, it would’ve been with an entirely different thought than marriage.”

         He bowed his head. “I don’t mean to insult you.”

         “No,” she said. “I only speak the truth, for I have been on both sides, you see. I’ve been both a pigeon and a dove. We may think that little separates us. That one woman is like any other—she has eyes and ears, a mouth and throat, a heart that beats and a mind that thinks. We may think that what differences there are between women are small: one woman may dance until dawn while the other must rise at dawn to sweep the steps. But those same differences are everything when it comes to marriage.” She smiled a little sadly, her large brown eyes so discerning it took his breath away as she said softly, “A man such as you will never even consider taking to wife a maidservant—any more than the ringed dove would think the common bluey-green pigeon a proper wife. That is the way of the world—both in humans and in birds—and I think nothing will ever change it.”

         He took her hand, which had been lying beside her plate, and raised it to his lips and murmured close to her knuckles, “You are wise beyond my understanding. I must think myself incredibly lucky that fate has given you to me to marry.” He glanced up, meeting her eyes, trying to convey to her his utmost sincerity. “I am blessed that you are Lady Cecilia Angrove and thus will be my wife—and I hope to never forget that.”

         She smiled shyly at him.

         He straightened and turned his head, catching the Earl of Angrove’s eye. The man didn’t look particularly glad to see his newfound daughter happy, but then Henry had always thought the man a bit of a cold fish. Angrove hadn’t even been terribly perturbed when Henry told him they’d been shot at.

         He only hoped that the earl cared enough to worry for his daughter’s safety.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         
            A castle could be seen from the shore, and Clio set out for it with Triton stomping morosely behind. The first land man they met apparently thought that Clio would make a good wife, but Triton changed his mind by punching him in the stomach. He had to dissuade four other potential suitors before they made the castle, but then they had a bit of luck: the prince was on his horse in front of the castle gates.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Late the next morning Mary took a deep breath and reaffirmed her determination not only to learn to dance but also to refrain from doing bodily harm to Mr. Pierre Lafitte, the dancing master.

         “Again!” Mr. Lafitte cried in a horrible French accent that Mary was beginning to have grave doubts about. He slammed the long cane he used to keep time on the floor.

         Mr. Lafitte’s assistant, an elderly man with a full-bottomed white wig, started awake at his place at the harpsichord and hastily began playing.

         Lord Blackwell, her unfortunate practice dance partner, bowed, a small smile playing about his mouth.

         The mouth she’d dreamed about last night. In her dreams he’d kissed her again, and it had been every bit as exciting as the kiss in the garden.

         Would a second kiss in reality live up to that first one?

         She curtsied, trying to will down her embarrassment. It was simply excruciating learning to dance in front of her fiancé. She felt a clumsy fool.

         “Lower!” snapped Mr. Lafitte. He was a short little man with an extravagantly curled white wig, and he held himself as importantly as a king.

         Mary felt heat climb her cheeks at the reprimand, but she obediently sank lower.

         Lord Blackwell held out his hand, and Mary placed her fingers in his palm as they slowly paced around each other.

         “Buck up,” he whispered. “You’re already a better dancer than half of the ladies I escort onto the dance floor.”

         Mary gave him a small smile even as Mr. Lafitte called out more instructions.

         “There you are,” he whispered as they stood side by side, arms raised, hands linked, and carefully paced forward. “The gentlemen will be lining up to dance with you. I shall be overcome by jealousy and have to call them all out.”

         She sent him a chiding glance as they separated and paced back down the room, an invisible line of dancers between them. When they met again, she murmured, “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         He cocked his head at her as they moved through the steps of the dance. “It’s hardly ridiculous to defend your honor from the men who will want you.” He looked more somber as they paced around each other. “And there will be men who want you.”

         “Do you?” she asked before she could think better of it. “Want me?”

         “Oh yes.” His gaze was entirely serious now, and something seemed to burn behind his blue eyes. “I think of you at night when I’m in bed and I wish you were there so I could—”

         “Enough!” Mr. Lafitte cried suddenly, making his assistant strike a discordant note. “We will attempt the dance once more, this time without discussion.”

         Mary wanted to cry at the interruption. What had Lord Blackwell been about to say?

         Mr. Lafitte lifted his stick again, presumably to slam it back to the floor, but before he could, the viscount spoke.

         “I’m terribly sorry to bring the lesson to an end,” he said, not sounding sorry at all, “but I think it time I take my fiancée on a turn about Hyde Park.”

         Mary shot a smile at him in relief.

         Mr. Lafitte scowled. “Lady Cecilia’s dancing will suffer, I think, if you do this, my lord.”

         “Nonetheless.” Lord Blackwell addressed Mary as he bowed over her hand. “Even the most dedicated of dancers must refresh themselves now and again.”

         “A-hem.” The marchioness cleared her throat from the doorway. “What’s this?”

         “My lady.” Lord Blackwell bowed to the elderly lady. “I’m about to take Lady Cecilia for a ride around the park.”

         “The gel needs her lessons,” the marchioness said, scowling.

         “Of course,” the viscount replied smoothly. “And she also needs to be seen in my company so that society knows that I’m pleased with this match. A jaunt in the park does just that.”

         Mary held her breath, glancing between Lord Blackwell and the marchioness.

         The old lady nodded abruptly. “I’m glad to see that you’re not just a pretty face, my lord. Take my granddaughter out to be seen, then. I shall send for her maid to accompany you.”

         Lord Blackwell grinned. “I thank you most kindly, my lady.”

         He led Mary past the marchioness, who humphed as they went by.

         “Thank you,” Mary said as they made the outer hall and she was sure they were no longer in the marchioness’s hearing. “I think my head must be spinning from all that pacing around and around.”

         “You mean you didn’t enjoy dancing with me?” the viscount asked as he led her downstairs. He made a comically scandalized face.

         Mary bit back a smile. The thing was, she had enjoyed being with him, if not the dancing itself. Strange to think that only days ago she’d judged this man by his handsome face.

         She shook her head, musing. “It seems quite silly that dancing is so important to be a lady.”

         “Is it?” he asked as they made the lower floor. “I think my sisters enjoy dancing—though perhaps mostly as an opportunity to flirt with gentlemen.”

         Mary looked at him curiously. “You haven’t told me very much about your sisters.”

         “Good Lord, I haven’t?” he said. “Let me rectify my lapse at once. I have two sisters, both younger: Kate and Becca. You’ll meet them when you come for tea, along with my mother and father.”

         “Oh,” she said, rather daunted.

         He seemed to sense her distress, for he tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. “But you needn’t worry about sisters and meeting new people right now. I aim to spirit you away to enjoy the rest of the day, and that’s what I’m going to do. You need only sit and compliment me on my skillful driving.”

         “But what if it isn’t?” she asked with grave interest.

         It was his turn to arch an eyebrow. “Believe me, sweetheart, that won’t be a problem. I’m quite experienced in handling spirited mares.”

         “Indeed?” She fought to keep from laughing. “I do hope that wasn’t a rather clumsy double entendre.”

         “Clumsy?” He winced comically. “No, no, not at all.”

         Mary was giggling softly when they made the entry hall. Lane was waiting for them, a shawl over her shoulders and a bonnet on her head.

         Of course. Mary was a lady now and couldn’t venture out alone with a man. Which was rather ironic, she reflected as she donned her own bonnet with Lane’s help. She’d spent all her life walking the streets of London alone with no one caring. She’d been only a maidservant, after all. But now suddenly all proprieties must be observed.

         “Shall we?” Lord Blackwell held open the door. “I’ve a new team of horses and I’m inordinately proud of them, I’m afraid.”

         It was a sunny autumn day. She inhaled the slightly brisk air and turned to smile at him as he helped her into his open carriage. They sat side by side in front, and Lane sat behind, facing backward.

         “I think it’s your turn now to ask a question,” Mary said as he chirruped to the horses. The animals were very beautiful—a perfectly matched bay pair.

         The reins were threaded through his gloved fingers, and he did handle the two horses very well.

         “Hmm.” He kept his eyes on the horses as he spoke. “Well, then, did you have a pet as a girl?”

         “A lapdog, d’you mean?” she asked, amused.

         He cast a swift glance at her. “Yes.”

         “No.” She shook her head and said gently, “I grew up in an orphanage, remember. We didn’t have our own pets. There was a cat who lived there and caught the mice—his name was Soot. Just before I left the home a young girl came who had a little white dog that was her companion. The dog’s name was Dodo. An exception was made for her, but Dodo wasn’t mine. And of course I wasn’t allowed a pet as a maidservant.”

         He nodded, his brows drawn together. “I should’ve realized.”

         She glanced at him. “Why? You’ve never been a servant.”

         “But they’re all around me—us. It’s not as if I haven’t had cause to see what a maidservant’s life is like.”

         “Maybe you didn’t look,” she said. “Most don’t, I think—not only the aristocracy, but servants and shopkeepers and all manner of people as well. We don’t think about how it is that others live. Perhaps it’s the nature of humans.”

         “You may be right,” he replied gravely, “but that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t strive for something better.”

         She looked at him, at his near-perfect profile and his competent, strong hands. “If you do, then you’ll be unlike most people.”

         He merely smiled at her, his lips sensuously curved, and she felt warmth invade her chest at his look. She was conscious suddenly of how close they sat. His arm brushed against hers when he moved, and as the carriage turned a corner she gently rocked against his shoulder.

         She inhaled. “And you? Did you have a pet as a child?”

         “Yes, several,” he replied. “Dogs and cats. Now I’ve got two hounds—Mole and Timberline.”

         “Mole?”

         “His ears are very soft,” he said a tad defensively.

         “Oh.” She fought not to laugh. “I should like to meet them both.”

         “And you shall,” he said.

         “Good.” She inhaled. “And now I think it’s my turn for a question. Did you ever kiss my sister?”

         
              

         

         Henry wanted to look at Mary at her question, but the London street had become crowded, and he dared not glance away from their course.

         He frowned. He could lie, but that wouldn’t be the best way to start a marriage.

         Besides, he didn’t want to lie to her.

         “Yes, I kissed Lady Joanna,” he said.

         There was a short silence from her, and he fought not to fill it with excuses: He’d been engaged to be married to Lady Joanna for over two decades. It was ridiculous to never even test what it would be like to embrace his future wife.

         But in the end he simply said, “It wasn’t the same as when I kissed you.”

         She knit her brow at that. “What do you mean?”

         “I’m quite fond of Lady Joanna,” he said slowly. “I grew up with her, after all. But my regard for her is brotherly. When I kissed her I felt the same as if I’d kissed Becca or Kate: affectionate. Not passionate.”

         Out of the corner of his eye he could see her clench her hands together in her lap. “And that’s not what you feel for me?”

         “No.” He shook his head. “What I feel for you is very far from brotherly.”

         He could’ve gone on to tell her that he wanted to kiss her again. To take her mouth with his and feel her heat rise. To find out if her breasts were as lush as they looked under her stays. To dip his head to her neck and inhale her scent until it seeped into his bones, a memory never to be forgotten.

         But her lady’s maid rode just behind them in the carriage. The maid was probably discreet, but when he told Mary all those things, he wanted to be alone with her with no one to overhear.

         So he cleared his throat instead. “And have you kissed any other man but me?”

         “No,” she said. “But a few have tried to kiss me.”

         If the road hadn’t been so crowded, he’d have whipped his head around to stare at her.

         “A…few.” His fingers tightened on the reins. “How many is a few?”

         Her voice sounded amused when she answered, “Well, Mr. Makepeace kissed me on the cheek when I left the home, but I don’t think that’s exactly what you mean.”

         He began to relax.

         “And when I was sixteen the fishmonger’s boy tried to corner me by the back door.”

         That made him stiffen.

         “Actually he tried again on two more occasions,” she said thoughtfully—and to his growing alarm. “But then he quit coming around. When I was nineteen there was a very brash footman. Tall and blond and with green eyes. His name was Sam and he used to give me posies and hair ribbons, though I didn’t encourage him. I think he would’ve courted me as well, but I’m afraid I found him rather…simple.” She sounded apologetic. “I couldn’t bear the thought of marrying a man who had never read a book and looked at me in awe when I asked him his views on the prime minister.” She sighed. “He eventually married one of the scullery maids and went to another situation where he could be the butler. I never regretted turning him away.”

         He glanced at her quickly as a belated thought occurred. “Then you weren’t walking out with any man when I found you at Adams and Sons?”

         “Would it matter?”

         “Yes, it would,” he said as they turned into Hyde Park. “I shouldn’t like the thought that I’d taken you from a man you were interested in.”

         “And yet you would anyway?” she asked quietly.

         He frowned. “The marriage contract says I must marry you whatever your feelings.”

         “What about your feelings?” she asked intently. “What would you feel if you’d known I was walking out with a footman or butcher’s boy?”

         “I’d take you as wife in any case,” he said flatly, hoping his blunt answer didn’t horrify her. “I wouldn’t like causing you sorrow, but I wouldn’t revoke my claim to you—even if you’d had a prior romance.”

         “I see,” she murmured, and for the life of him he couldn’t tell what she thought.

         He turned the horses toward Rotten Row, passing under the canopy of several mature oak trees.

         “Have you—?” he had begun when a bang! exploded nearby.

         Henry just had time to think gunshot, and then his team bolted.

         “Hold on!” Henry grappled with the reins, the leather sawing into his gloved fingers as he struggled to keep hold of them. If he lost the reins he’d never get the horses back under control.

         The right mare swerved, taking them off the packed earth track and into the grass. The left carriage wheels hit something, and the whole contraption tipped to the right. For a moment Henry thought it was all over.

         Then the carriage righted itself with a jolt. They were headed straight toward one of the new ornamental ponds.

         Henry pulled on the reins, carefully and with constant pressure, urging the horses to run to the right of the pond.

         The pond flashed by. The horses slowed.

         Henry brought them to a shuddering halt.

         He set the brake on the carriage and tied off the reins before turning to Mary. “Are you all right?”

         “Yes.” Her eyes were wide, and she still clutched the carriage side and seat, but she was remarkably composed.

         A gentleman on horseback came cantering over, followed by another. The first man, who was wearing riding boots and a red jacket, leaned over and caught the bridle of Henry’s right horse. “I say, that was quite a trip you took there. Everyone satisfactory?”

         “I think so, thank you, sir,” Henry replied. “Mr. Coplin, isn’t it?”

         “Indeed, my lord,” Coplin replied.

         “My lady.” The lady’s maid’s voice was shaking.

         Henry turned to reassure the girl and saw that her left arm was soaked in blood.

         “Lane!” Mary scrambled to her knees on the carriage seat. She pulled off the fichu she had around her neck and pressed the flimsy cloth to the maid’s arm.

         Lane sucked in her breath, her face white.

         “Good Lord.” The gentleman behind Coplin—Henry thought his name was Berkley—nudged his horse around back of the carriage and leaned over to look at Lane. He frowned. “Girl’s been shot.”

         “What bloody fool shot a gun in Hyde Park?” Coplin’s voice was outraged. “Could’ve hit either you or the lady, Blackwell. Your maid’s lucky the shot didn’t hit her head or heart.”

         Henry fought to keep his face neutral as he passed his handkerchief back to Berkley. “Indeed, sir, I concur.”

         Berkley tied the handkerchief around the maid’s arm, making Lane moan in pain.

         “Thank you,” Henry said to the man before turning to Coplin. “Thank you both.”

         Coplin shook his head. “I’m only sorry we had to help you, Blackwell.” He bowed and tipped his hat to Mary. “Glad the lady is unhurt.”

         Henry nodded to the gentlemen. “Indeed. I thank you again, and now I’ll be off. I need to bring Lane and my lady home and call the doctor for the poor girl.”

         He clucked to his horses, tired now from their mad gallop, and turned toward the road leading out of Hyde Park.

         He kept watch as he did so, though.

         One near miss with a gunshot was plausible.

         Two suggested an assassination attempt.

         Someone was trying to kill his Mary.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         
            The land prince was much taken with Clio and asked her where she came from and what her name was. But because Clio had no voice she could not answer. The prince was disappointed, but still he brought her inside the castle gates and made her a maidservant.

            As for Triton, he was put to work shoveling out the stables.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Mary worried her lip with her teeth as the Angrove House butler led Lane to the kitchens. The lady’s maid was being brave, but she was trembling, and Mary worried for her.

         “Come, my lady,” Lord Blackwell said next to her. “Let us adjourn to the sitting room for some tea.”

         “What?” She looked around and saw that he was watching her with a concerned expression on his face.

         It struck her again how different this man was from her first impression of him. She’d thought him a feckless aristocrat—one of the men more interested in their own beauty and the diamonds on their shoe buckles than with the people around them. She’d made a hasty—and ridiculously biased—judgment about him based on her own history with handsome gentlemen. But the viscount wasn’t like them at all.

         He truly cared about her—and about her maid, Lane. He’d immediately called for a doctor for poor Lane when they’d returned, and seen that the butler had taken the lady’s maid in hand when they were in the house.

         “Mary?” he queried, his brows now drawn together. “Are you all right?”

         “Yes.” She shook her head and ventured a wobbly smile. “I’m sorry, I was gathering wool.”

         Her smile must not have been very convincing, for the frown didn’t leave his face. “I’m sure this afternoon has been a terrible shock. Come. Tea will restore us.”

         He gently tucked her hand into his elbow and led her up the stairs.

         The gunshot had been a shock, and seeing Lane with blood all over her arm had been most distressing, but that hadn’t been Mary’s main worry.

         This was the second gunshot aimed at them in two days.

         She couldn’t help but think that Lord Blackwell had an enemy.

         She shivered at the thought as they entered the sitting room.

         Mary waited until the viscount showed her to a settee before saying, “You’re your father’s heir, aren’t you?”

         He gave her an odd look as he sat down in a chair to her right. “Yes, of course.”

         She inhaled, but really there was no delicate way to ask the question. “If you died, who would inherit the earldom?”

         Lord Blackwell’s eyes widened, but before he could reply, the sitting room door opened to admit two maids bearing tea.

         For a moment both she and the viscount were quiet as the maids laid out the tea—they’d brought some lovely little custard tarts as well—and then they left.

         “My cousin, Richard,” Lord Blackwell replied as soon as the door was closed again. “But he wouldn’t do what you’re thinking.”

         “What am I thinking?” Mary asked neutrally as she poured the tea.

         “That he’s the one shooting,” the viscount said flatly. “Richard is a bit of an ass, but he wouldn’t try and kill me. Besides, he’s a terrible shot.”

         “Assassins can be hired,” she replied as she handed him his dish of tea.

         His eyebrows winged up. “Good Lord. How are you aware of that?”

         “I did grow up in St Giles.” She sat back with her own tea.

         “Point,” he said and took a sip. “But I doubt that it’s me they’re trying to shoot.”

         “My lord—”

         He waved a hand irritably. “Please. Call me Henry. You’re my fiancée now. Not to mention that I’ve kissed you.”

         She hesitated with her hand hovering over the plate of tarts and darted a quick look at his face. Had he been one of the boys at the orphanage, she would’ve called his expression mulish.

         She chose a tart and placed it on a delicate china plate. “Very well, Henry, though I must point out that the kiss was quite fleeting.”

         “It was, wasn’t it?” he said, his voice deeper.

         “One might even conclude that it doesn’t count as a kiss at all,” she mused. She lowered her eyelashes demurely as she bit into the tart, waiting breathlessly for his response.

         There was a moment of silence during which all she heard was the pounding of her pulse.

         Then Henry set his teacup firmly on the table, rose, and moved to the settee next to Mary. He took her teacup and plate out of her unresisting hands, placed them aside, and drew her into his arms.

         He kissed her.

         He took possession of her lips without any sort of hesitation, parting them and running his tongue along the inner edge of her bottom lip.

         Mary stifled a moan as pleasure burst through her body.

         She’d wondered if what she’d felt with that first kiss might just be an oddity. Something that couldn’t be replicated.

         But it hadn’t.

         It was he—Henry.

         He slid his tongue into her mouth, moving forcefully even as he angled his face against hers, his arms pulling her close against his chest.

         She felt taken. Captured. As if he commanded her at the moment.

         As if he could do anything to her.

         His hand was at the back of her neck, and he bit gently on her bottom lip before letting it go.

         When next he thrust his tongue inside her she suckled it—and this time she couldn’t stifle her groan.

         She’d never thought a kiss could be so erotic. Could engender such urgency in her.

         She wanted to spread apart her legs. Wanted to invite him to touch her wherever he might want.

         The mere thought made her hot.

         Then suddenly she was thrust back against the settee and he left her.

         She blinked at him, now sitting in the chair.

         “Someone’s at the door,” he hissed.

         She just had time to straighten before the door to the sitting room opened and Lady Angrove and Jo came in, followed by a man wearing the bobbed wig and black dress of a vicar and a large, pink-cheeked woman.

         “My dears,” Lady Angrove said, hurrying over to Mary and Henry. “I’ve just been informed that Lane was shot whilst you were out riding! I don’t know what London is coming to with these young gentlemen taking to drink at all hours of the day. Why just last month, Mrs. Tremble-Bull saw a trio of drunken youths staggering down the street right in front of her house on Grosvenor Square and it was one in the afternoon.” Lady Angrove took a deep breath. “But I do hope you are unhurt, Cecilia?”

         “I’m quite fine,” Mary replied. Thank goodness the older woman was so loquacious. It had given her a bit of time to compose herself. She daren’t glance Henry’s way, for she knew she’d blush horribly if she did.

         She could still taste him on her tongue.

         “Thank the Lord for that!” exclaimed Lady Angrove as Jo took a seat right beside Mary.

         The other girl leaned toward her and whispered, “Oh, I’m so glad that you and the viscount are getting along!”

         Mary glanced at her, knowing full well that a blush was negating any sort of protest she might make. As she met her sister’s laughing brown eyes, Mary had the most ridiculous urge to giggle.

         She was suddenly very glad that she had a sister—and that her sister was Jo.

         The other girl took her hand as if she knew what Mary was thinking and squeezed companionably.

         Henry, who had stood at their entrance, gestured to the tea. “Won’t you have some tea, my lady? I’m told it is a wonderful restorer.”

         “Oh, thank you.” The countess crossed to the door. “I’ll send for more.”

         But the gentleman in the bobbed wig was frowning now. “Were you closeted alone with my cousin, sirrah? This is disgraceful!”

         
              

         

         Henry turned to look at the gentleman so rudely accusing him of nefarious deeds with his fiancée. The man was at least sixty, with bandy legs, a weathered, reddened face, and a disapproving expression.

         Henry lifted an eyebrow. “And you are?”

         “Cousin Lancelot,” Lady Angrove sighed, turning from the door where she’d ordered tea from a footman. “My lord, this is my cousin Lancelot Fitzgerald and his wife, Lillian. My cousin is a vicar in a small parish outside Cambridge. Cousin Lancelot, this is Lord Henry Blackwell, the heir to the Earl of Keating—and Cecilia’s fiancé.”

         The older man huffed, seemingly not at all impressed with Henry’s pedigree. “Yes, well, that’s as may be, but they aren’t married yet.” He drew himself up importantly. “My lord, it is the husband who must see to the wife’s spiritual welfare, and I hardly think to begin in such a scandalous way—”

         “Yes, yes, Cousin,” Lady Angrove interrupted hastily as she took a seat near her daughters. “But I think we should sit down before the tea becomes cold.”

         Henry sat again without comment as Lady Angrove turned to say something to her daughters. Fitzgerald was a boorish ass, but he did have a point.

         Henry had most definitely been behaving scandalously with Mary not seconds before the others had entered. He should be ashamed, but he couldn’t find it within himself to feel so. She’d responded so easily—so freely—to him. Even now he fancied he could smell her: a delicate violet scent. He’d nearly forgotten himself in ravishing her mouth, his blood heating, his cock stirring. If he hadn’t heard Lady Angrove’s voice in the hall outside, the others would’ve walked into a most scandalous scene.

         He darted a glance at Mary. She was sitting calmly, her hands folded in her lap, paying rapt attention to her mother. No one would guess, looking at her, that only moments before she’d been panting into his mouth.

         The thought made his loins tighten, and he casually flipped the skirt of his coat over his lap.

         “But, my dear, you have a curl coming down,” Lady Angrove was saying. She reached to pin a lock of Mary’s hair over her ear. “It must be from all the excitement in the park. I do think…” Her voice died away, and for a moment she stared at her daughter’s ear. Then Lady Angrove smiled and lifted her hands away. “There. As good as new.”

         The door opened, and the maids bustled in with more tea. For a few minutes the settling of the tea accoutrements took up all of the ladies’ attention.

         The maids left, and Lady Angrove began pouring the tea.

         “I’m not sure what proof you have that this young woman is indeed the long-lost Angrove child,” Fitzgerald said.

         Henry looked up, his eyes narrowing. “The proof is in her face. Do you deny that she looks exactly like her sister?”

         “No, not at all,” Fitzgerald replied smoothly. “But you may not be aware that the earl is quite a…erm…man about town. There are several natural children, if I’m not mistaken, and who is to say that this girl isn’t—”

         He was interrupted in his long-winded theory by Lady Angrove’s clearing her throat loudly and pointedly.

         “Cousin Lancelot, I’ll thank you to refrain from gossip while in my sitting room, particularly gossip that is hurtful to the present company.” Her face was thunderous.

         Fitzgerald’s face flushed an even deeper red. “I do apologize, Cousin, but please be aware that I only have your best interests in my heart. For all you know this girl could be some sort of charlatan, bent on taking advantage of your kind nature.”

         “Lancelot,” murmured Mrs. Fitzgerald, speaking for the first time.

         Lady Joanna’s voice nearly drowned the other woman’s out. “Oh, that’s such a nasty thing to say, Cousin Lancelot. I’m sure my sister could never be a—a schemestress!”

         Henry coughed, trying not to laugh at the made-up word. “Indeed, Lady Cecilia is the meekest lady I know.”

         That got him a glare from beneath black eyelashes from his intended.

         Henry widened his eyes innocently as he took a sip of tea.

         “Exactly,” Lady Angrove said, apparently still not entirely familiar with her daughter. “I don’t know that I’ve ever met so sweet a lady as Cecilia, unless it is her sister, Joanna. They are both my daughters.”

         She sat back, looking satisfied at her volley, while Joanna glowed at the praise and Mary looked doubtful.

         Henry set his teacup down. “Well, as fascinating as this discussion has been, I must be off to see my man of business. Ladies.” He stood and bowed separately to Lady Joanna and Lady Angrove and then to Mrs. Fitzgerald. “Cecilia.” He took her hand and bent over it, inhaling once again her violet scent. “I trust I will see you tomorrow at my mother’s tea?”

         “Yes, indeed,” she murmured. “I look forward to it.”

         He closed his eyes and brushed his lips against her knuckles, so lightly it might never have happened. He wished he could take her into his arms. Kiss her and tell her that he was beginning to care for her. Hold her for hours.

         But he couldn’t—not here, not now—so he turned and left.

         He vowed, however, to discuss Mary’s safety with her father. And after that? He was going to find and deal with the bastard trying to kill her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         
            Well, being a maidservant wasn’t exactly what Clio had been hoping for, but at least she was close to the prince. Day and night she served by his side, and she was able to gaze upon his lovely blue eyes and listen as he confided in her. In the evenings she met Triton in the castle gardens. Each night he would raise his eyebrows in question and Clio would sorrowfully shake her head, for the prince had not yet kissed her.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Henry’s mother was simply delightful. Lady Diane rose to welcome Mary the next day when she came for tea. She was a willowy woman with black hair threaded with silver and her son’s bright blue eyes.

         “My dear,” Lady Diane said, taking Mary’s hands between her own. “I am so glad to meet you finally.”

         The countess led Mary to a settee and introduced her daughters, Lady Rebecca and Lady Katherine, called Becca and Kate respectively. Kate was the older, with her mother’s glossy black hair and a serene air. Becca was the youngest in the family at eighteen and had a mischievous smile. Mary caught her rolling her eyes at something her mother said halfway through the tea.

         All in all it was a lovely afternoon. Mary relaxed after a bit when she realized that though she wasn’t used to wearing the latest fashions she could certainly discuss them. Also, Becca and Kate turned out to be wonderful gossips—they told her about all sorts of members of society. Lady Diane tutted about gossiping, but Mary noticed that she leaned just as close to hear the latest.

         When the tea was all consumed and the plates held but crumbs of the cakes that had been served, Henry strolled into the room.

         He greeted his mother with a kiss on her cheek. “Would you mind terribly if I steal my fiancée away?”

         “Not at all,” Lady Diane replied.

         Mary rose and placed her hand on Henry’s offered arm. She couldn’t help the heat that rose in her cheeks at the touch, however proper. She could feel his warmth through his sleeve, and she fancied that she felt muscle as well.

         She repressed a shiver as he led her out of the room.

         “I wanted to show you the orangery,” he said, bending his head close to hers as they walked. She could feel the brush of his breath on her cheek.

         She swallowed. “You grow oranges?”

         “Oranges and other hothouse plants,” he replied. “Although it’s the gardener who does the growing under Mother’s supervision. When I was a boy the orangery was my favorite place.” He shot a grin at her. “Especially when I was hiding from my tutor.”

         “You grew up in London?” she asked.

         He nodded. “Here and at our estate in the country. It’s a grand old manor with dozens of ancestral paintings and the odd weapon or two displayed on the walls.”

         “Where do you live now?”

         “I have a town house.” He glanced at her ruefully. “Can’t show it to you before we’re married, sadly, but I can drive you by the place.”

         “I’d like that,” she mused as they made the lower level and he guided her through the library to a set of glass doors. “We’ll live there after?”

         “There and at my country house. I have my own besides the earldom’s seat. We can live in London or the country, whichever you prefer.” He seemed to search her face. “Or we can travel if you’d like.”

         She was grateful that he was considerate of her desires. “Perhaps we should decide together.” She glanced up at him, meeting those blue eyes. “After all, we will be both living wherever we go.”

         His smile was warm. “I like that idea.”

         She remembered something. “Henry…” She hesitated.

         “Yes?” He paused with his hand on the glass doors.

         “Your mother mentioned today that your cousin Richard is in town.” She took a breath and looked at him seriously. “That he’s been in town for the last fortnight.”

         “What of it?”

         “It’s just that he’s been here the whole time. He was here when we were shot at.”

         He grimaced and shook his head. “I told you. It’s not Richard. The man is more timid than a mouse.”

         “There are those who would describe me as being more timid than a mouse.”

         “Yes, but you have hidden depths,” he said leaning closer to her with his lips quirked. “Richard is as depthless as a plate of water.”

         She huffed out an irritated breath. “Did you know he was in town?”

         “No,” he said gently, “but it makes no difference. I’m not the one being targeted.”

         “Why would anyone shoot at me?”

         He looked away and then back at her as if he didn’t want to have this conversation at all. “I don’t know but I don’t want you to worry. I’ve talked to your father, and he’s assured me that you’ll be protected. I’ll find this person, never fear.”

         “I’m not frightened for me,” she said rather tartly—the idea that anyone would care enough to kill her was simply ludicrous. “I’m worried about you. Lane is still abed from that shot to her arm. He missed yesterday. What if he’d hit you in the head?”

         “Have you no enemies?” he asked, searching her face. “Perhaps someone who is envious of your good fortune at having been found to be Lady Cecilia?”

         “No.” She didn’t even have to think about it. “I don’t know all that many people in the first place, and I assure you that I’ve never done anything to make an enemy. Shouldn’t you at least talk to your cousin?”

         He sighed. “If I promise to talk to Richard, can we cease this discussion for the nonce?”

         She firmed her lips, but really it was the best she could hope for. Why Henry had decided that she was the target was beyond her. She wasn’t the heir to an earldom. “Very well.”

         “Good.” He opened the door to the orangery and stood aside, gesturing her inside ahead of him.

         She walked into a humid wonderland. Green was all around: trees in pots bearing oranges and lemons, lush flowers blooming in rows, and glass walls letting in the sun.

         “Oh, this is lovely,” she breathed.

         “Let me show you,” he said, taking her hand and leading her farther into the foliage.

         Bright-pink and -red and -orange flowers were all around. Mary didn’t recognize the blooms, but then she was used only to the flowers that grew in the Caire House gardens.

         At the back of the orangery was a stone bench surrounded by orange trees in great pots. She and Henry sat on the bench, and Mary inhaled the scent of oranges, damp dirt, and mysterious flowers.

         Then she turned to Henry. “It’s your turn, I think, for a question.”

         His blue eyes crinkled at the corners. “Very well. What do you dream about?”

         She blinked, taken aback. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean,” he said in a low voice, leaning closer so that his lips brushed against her cheek as he whispered, “what do you think about, late in the depths of night? What things do you long for but cannot put words to in the light of day? What are your deepest desires?”

         She swallowed, very aware of his big body next to hers, of her breathing, beginning to quicken, of the heat between her legs. “How do you know that I dream of anything at all?”

         His chuckle was dark as he turned her face toward his. “Because I know you now, Mary. You may have a staid exterior, all prim propriety, stiff posture, and starched linen, but beneath…” He opened his mouth against her neck and she gasped at the feel of his tongue on the spot just below her jaw. “Beneath, you’re a spirited thing, questioning and wondering. Let me help you explore.”

         He ran his lips up to her mouth and took her forcefully, opening her beneath him.

         Her head fell back helplessly under the assault. How did he know what she’d thought about in the dark midnight? For he was right:

         She wondered and she wanted.

         She wanted him.

         “Henry,” she whispered, her voice unrecognizable to herself, just a husk of sound.

         But he seemed to know what she wanted.

         “Darling, let me,” he whispered.

         She felt her skirts moving. He was drawing them up with one hand as he took her lips again.

         When his hot hand ran up her calf, she shivered like a startled mare. She was wildly aware of his movement. Of his fingers drawing closer to her center.

         “Shh,” he whispered against her lips. “Just let me…”

         She parted her legs for him.

         He traced a meandering pattern on her inner thigh, higher and higher, until at last his fingertips brushed against her tender, wet flesh.

         She gasped, breaking their kiss. No one other than she had ever touched her there, and she didn’t know where to look, how to react.

         He seemed to understand her distress.

         “It’s all right,” he whispered, brushing openmouthed kisses against the corner of her mouth. “Do you want me to stop?”

         “No,” she breathed, shuddering. “No, don’t stop, please.”

         She thought she heard him chuckle, and then his fingers—those thick, knowing fingers—were parting her folds. Stroking against her. Stroking into her.

         She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think.

         She whimpered and grasped his face with both her hands, kissing him urgently.

         He took possession of the kiss. Of her. He invaded her mouth with his tongue, and she helplessly suckled as he circled her down there. Down below. There at that sensitive spot that no one was supposed to know about.

         She’d heard what the boys at the home had called this. Nasty, dirty names. Names that made it sound shameful and wrong.

         But this wasn’t wrong. She knew it in her soul. This profound, lovely pleasure he was giving her. Nothing this wonderful could possibly be wrong.

         He lifted his lips from hers and looked into her eyes.

         “That’s it,” he said, unsmiling. It was as if he were searching for something. “You’re so beautiful like this. So open and wanton, all your defenses down. I want to keep you like this forever, hanging on the edge of my hand, weeping over my fingers, desperate and undone. Mary, my Mary. Darling. Let go for me and only me. Let go for me now.”

         And she did, her soul, her body flying apart.

         She let go and fell, her limbs shaking, gasping for air. It was awful. It was bliss. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before.

         And when she opened her eyes she saw his eyes locked on hers.

         His beautiful, witty mouth was twisted, and his gaze was somehow tender. “Darling Mary, you destroy me.”

         
              

         

         A week and a half later Mary took a deep breath and stepped into her first ball.

         The Angrove House ballroom was ablaze with candles and crowded with the very cream of London society, dazzling in their colorful dress.

         Mary took a deep breath and told herself that fainting was a very bad idea.

         “Oh, good, it’s a crush,” Jo said from beside her.

         Mary was so nervous she could only look at her sister questioningly.

         Jo leaned close. “Mama will be happy. All the best balls are overfull.” She snapped open a painted fan and held it before her face, wrinkling her nose. “Although a crush does make it rather hot and smelly.”

         Mary’s lips twitched at that, and she began to relax. After all, body odor was universal: everyone from the King to beggars suffered from it.

         She smoothed down the azure skirts of her new ball gown. It was sumptuously trimmed in cream lace, and she wore ruby drop earrings—a gift from the countess. Mary still couldn’t bring herself to call her Mother, but thought she’d be able to soon.

         “You look lovely,” Jo said, as if sensing Mary’s nervousness. She flashed a quick smile. “Well, of course you do—you look exactly like me, and I’m always lovely.”

         Mary couldn’t help but laugh at that and link her arm with Jo’s.

         Across the room she could see Lady Caire talking to her mother-in-law and the Duchess of Montgomery, and the sight touched her. Lady Caire had told her nearly all the members of the Ladies’ Syndicate for the Benefit of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children meant to come to the ball. Only a few years ago Mary had been a girl serving the ladies at the home during their meetings. The ladies had all seemed so grand to her back then, and now they were here, helping to welcome her to society.

         The thought brought tears to her eyes.

         “Oh, look, there’s Johnny and Lord Blackwell,” Jo exclaimed.

         Mary’s pulse picked up as she caught sight of Henry, making his way through the crowd with Mr. Seymour.

         “Is my necklace straight?” Jo hissed.

         “Yes, of course,” Mary said.

         “Thank you.” Jo gave her a sheepish glance. “It’s just…now that you’re marrying the viscount, we have a chance, Johnny and I. Father won’t approve, but if I can get Grand-mère’s blessing he’ll come around.”

         It took Mary a moment to realize that Grand-mère was the rather intimidating marchioness.

         She just had time to squeeze Jo’s arm, and then the gentlemen were upon them.

         Mr. Seymour walked right up to Jo and bent over her hand. “Lady Joanna, you are simply radiant tonight. Will you dance with me?”

         “Certainly, sir,” Jo said with commendable serenity, though the wide smile that lit her face rather gave her away.

         Mr. Seymour beamed down at Jo as he tucked her hand in his elbow. He glanced up and, almost as an afterthought, blinked at Mary and said, “Good evening, Lady Cecilia. May I compliment you on your entrance to society?”

         “Thank you, sir,” Mary replied, firmly keeping her lips from twitching.

         The social niceties fulfilled, Mr. Seymour bowed and abruptly led a giggling Jo off.

         “How are you?” Henry murmured next to her, his voice low enough that none of the people surrounding them could hear.

         Mary ducked her head, feeling shy. She hadn’t been able to speak alone with Henry since he’d shown her the orangery and turned her world upside down. The preparations for the ball, along with fittings and lessons, had taken all her time.

         It had been agonizing. All she could think about was how he’d held her in the orangery. His mouth, his hands.

         And besides that, she found herself wanting to talk to him half a dozen times a day. She’d see a pigeon and want to tease him about his so-called bird hobby. She’d hear about a new edition of a favorite book and want his opinion.

         Sometimes she’d just wanted to sit with him.

         His mere presence made her want to smile, and suddenly she was in perfect sympathy with her sister and her giggling.

         “I’m well,” she replied, glancing at him sideways. “And yourself, my lord?”

         “Glad to finally see you,” he replied. He held out his hand. “Will you dance with me, my lady?”

         She placed her fingers in his palm, and if they trembled, only she and he were aware of it.

         A line of ladies and gentlemen were already assembling for the dance. Mary inhaled and hoped she would remember all the steps and not embarrass herself.

         When the music began, however, she was pleased to discover that her body seemed to know how to move. After the first couple of seconds she could stop concentrating and mentally counting steps and just enjoy the dance.

         It was fun.

         She’d never danced before coming to Angrove House. Why should she have? She’d been a poor girl who had worked since she was old enough to wash the dishes at the orphanage. She’d looked forward to her days off and someday, God willing, meeting a man of her own station.

         But she’d never thought she would do anything but work until the day she died. Most people in London—in England—did so, after all.

         But now she was in a grand ballroom, in the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen, whirling slowly around the heir to an earldom—and, more importantly, the man she would marry.

         It was like a fairy tale come true.

         Henry grinned at her with those devastating dimples when they came together again. “You look happy.”

         She smiled at him as they placed their palms together and walked around each other. “I am.”

         He leaned close as if he would kiss her in the middle of the ballroom, with everyone watching, and she didn’t stop him.

         She lifted her face to his. She didn’t care if they had an audience. They were in their own little world.

         Henry held her hand aloft and had begun to pace with her down a line of ladies and gentlemen when there was a shout from the main door to the ballroom. Mary started. At first she thought—wildly—that someone was objecting to their flirtation.

         Then a woman pushed through the crowd, coming nearer. She wore a plain gray gown and shawl, neat and clean, but not a ball gown by any account. It was a dress Mary might’ve worn just a few weeks ago.

         The music stopped.

         People turned to look.

         The woman halted, and Mary got a good look at her face. It was her own.

         Her heart seemed to stop.

         The woman threw up her chin and said in a clear voice, “I am the real Lady Cecilia.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         
            On the sixth day there was tremendous excitement in the kingdom as the prince announced his engagement…to the maiden who had found him on the shore. He’d forgotten all about Clio. That night she wept in Triton’s arms, devastated that she’d been so silly as to forsake her beautiful tail for a man who couldn’t see her for what she was.

            But Triton was worried. He knew that if the prince did not kiss Clio on the morrow her life would be forfeit.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Henry stood to the side of the crowded sitting room and watched Mary.

         His Mary.

         His fiancée.

         The woman he loved.

         Sweat slid down his back. The woman who had interrupted the ball so dramatically stood by the marble fireplace mantel, looking like a doe cornered. A thin young man in a gray bobbed wig was beside her, his chin up as if he was terrified but determined.

         Normally he’d feel sympathy for them both, but this woman was attempting to take Mary from him.

         “Quiet.” The single word was spoken by Lord Caire.

         Everyone turned to him.

         Joanna was tearstained and draped over Seymour on one of the settees. Lord and Lady Angrove stood behind Joanna, and the dowager marchioness sat in a chair by herself, her dark eyes still and observant. Lady Caire held Mary’s hand as she sat beside her. The Earl of Keating and Mother sat with Kate and Becca, Father looking near apoplectic. For some reason Fitzgerald and his wife were also in the room, sitting by themselves. Henry wasn’t even sure why they were there, but they must’ve followed the rest of them into the sitting room. The Earl of Angrove had announced to those assembled in the ballroom that the family would retire to deal with the woman claiming to be Cecilia.

         “Now,” Caire said when the room was quiet. As her former employer, he seemed to speak on Mary’s behalf. “Let us discuss this mystery.” He turned to the woman standing by the fireplace. “Who are you?”

         She lifted her chin, and in that moment she was the spitting image of Mary. “I’m Cecilia Albright.”

         “Then why haven’t you come forward before this?” Henry snapped.

         “I—I…” She fumbled in a small bag dangling by a string from her wrist and withdrew a letter. “I received this a week ago. It says that I’m Cecilia Albright. That I was stolen as a baby and left with the vicar of Lesser Inchwood.” She gulped and looked around the room. “Well, and that part is true at least. My father was the vicar and I was left on the doorstep of his church as a baby. Everyone in the village knows this. He and his wife kindly adopted me, though they of course thought I was a by-blow of some fallen woman.”

         The letter shook in her hand.

         Henry glanced at Lord and Lady Angrove, but they seemed frozen. Caire had obviously elected to sit back and observe the proceeding.

         Henry strode forward and took the letter gently from the girl’s hand. He looked down at it and read:

         
            Twenty years ago I left you on the step of the church because I couldn’t do what he asked me. I can’t bear the sin anymore. You are the true firstborn daughter of Lord and Lady Angrove.

         

         The signature was scrawled: A Friend.

         Henry looked up at the girl. “I think it plain that you’re an Albright.” He glanced at the earl and his wife, then turned back to her. “But this is no proof that you’re Lady Cecilia.”

         Lady Angrove straightened and said heavily, “There is a way to prove who is Lady Cecilia. The man-midwife used forceps on my Cecilia when she was born. It tore her skin and left a scar.” She lifted her hand to touch her head just behind her left ear. “Here.”

         Henry gave the letter to the earl and then crossed to Mary. He looked into her big brown eyes, so like those of the other two women.

         And entirely different.

         “May I?” he asked.

         She nodded jerkily and tilted her head.

         He bent to look behind her ear. He pushed her hair aside, running his fingers against her scalp. Gently he turned her head, not meeting her eyes, to check the other side. Perhaps Lady Angrove was mistaken as to the side…

         But no.

         There was nothing. Her skin was perfectly unblemished.

         Henry straightened, feeling as if he’d received a deathblow but hadn’t yet begun to bleed.

         Mary closed her eyes and buried her face in Lady Caire’s neck.

         He turned to the woman at the fireplace.

         The woman who might be his intended wife.

         “Do you have such a scar?” he asked, his voice far more calm than he felt.

         “Yes.” She smiled excitedly. “Look. Just here.”

         She pushed aside the hair veiling the back of her ear and turned.

         There it was, a crescent-shaped purple scar, only the size of the tip of his thumb.

         Such a small thing, really.

         She let her hair fall and glanced at the man behind her before looking at Lady Angrove. “I am, aren’t I? I really am Lady Cecilia!”

         “It would seem so,” the marchioness said, speaking for the first time. She glanced at Mary and for a moment a fleeting expression of regret crossed her face. Then she firmed her chin. “This gel must be one of Angrove’s bastards.”

         “Oh, my dear.” Lady Angrove said sadly to Mary. “I’ve grown so fond of you.”

         “Henry,” Kate whispered.

         He couldn’t take it in. He couldn’t think. He stared at Mary, but she wouldn’t look at him.

         “This is ridiculous!” The exclamation came from Fitzgerald, of all people.

         Everyone turned to look at him.

         He was standing, some sort of strong emotion purpling his face. “How could this be Cecilia? How could either of them be Cecilia? She died as a baby! She’s dead.”

         There was a moment of stunned silence before Caire turned his head to him as intently as a hawk sighting a mouse. “How do you know?”

         “I…” Fitzgerald opened his mouth. Shut it. Looked around the room. “I don’t—”

         “I couldn’t do it!” Lillian Fitzgerald suddenly cried. “To kill a baby! It was too much to ask. I couldn’t do it, no matter what Lancelot told me to do. I left her on the church step instead, and then…”

         The rest of her words were drowned as she loudly sobbed.

         Lord Angrove rose, pointing a shaking finger at Fitzgerald. “You. You were behind the kidnapping?”

         Fitzgerald lunged for the door.

         But Henry stood in his way. He stopped Fitzgerald with one punch to the jaw.

         The older man fell backward to the floor.

         Henry lifted his foot and placed it squarely on the man’s throat. He leaned over the bastard and snarled, “Did you try to kill my fiancée?”

         Fitzgerald choked until he lifted his foot fractionally. “I don’t—”

         “Yes,” Lillian Fitzgerald said rather wetly. “It’s why I sent the letter to the real Cecilia. I don’t know who this is”—she glanced at Mary—“but I couldn’t let him kill an innocent. He’s supposed to be a man of the church, and all this, all this is because he wanted the parish living.”

         “What are you talking about?” Henry asked, never taking his gaze from Fitzgerald.

         Seymour slipped from the room.

         The marchioness made an irritable sound. “Good Lord. My sister’s bequest.”

         He did glance up at that.

         The old lady shook her head. “Matilda left a small house and estate to my daughter’s first daughter. She didn’t know at the time that Martha was carrying twins, nor, of course, the sex of the babies.” The marchioness waved an impatient hand. “Suffice it to say that her will specified that if the baby was not a girl or if the child died before reaching her majority, the house would go to our nephew Lancelot. The will, unfortunately, made plain that only the eldest daughter was allowed to inherit, so Joanna was immediately passed over. My sister was quite off her head toward the end. Lancelot inherited the bequest.” She looked at the man groaning on the floor. “And with the land came the ability to give the parish living to the vicar of the owner’s choosing.”

         “When the baby wasn’t returned, Fitzgerald inherited,” Lady Angrove said wonderingly. “We never thought about it. The land and house are so small—not worth much at all.”

         “To you, perhaps, my lady,” Lillian Fitzgerald said with an attempt at dignity. “To us as poor relations, the living was everything.”

         Seymour returned with three footmen. Two of them lifted Fitzgerald between them while the third took Mrs. Fitzgerald’s arm.

         She began to weep again.

         “Guard them,” the Earl of Angrove instructed the footmen as they left. He shook his head. “I’ll send for the magistrate and have them charged. Kidnapping. Theft. The attempted murder of my daughter.”

         “Then this woman is truly Cecilia,” the Earl of Keating—Father—finally spoke.

         Henry’s head jerked in his direction.

         Father stared at him, as implacable as ever. “This girl is your fiancée.”

         Henry bared his teeth. “The hell she is.”

         The earl scowled. “Now look, boy.”

         “Oh, but…but I can’t marry him,” Cecilia—the real Cecilia—said. “I’m already married.”

         All heads turned to her.

         She smiled shakily and linked her arm with that of the young man who had stood with her this entire time. “To Hubert. Hubert Waffling. We were married just this last spring.”

         The marchioness’s eyes narrowed.

         Waffling spoke suddenly—perhaps to forestall any idea the marchioness might have of replacing him. “And she’s with child.” He looked down at his wife, stark love emblazoned on his rather plain face. “Our child.”

         The Earl of Keating stood, his hands balled into fists at his sides as he glared at Henry. “Then Lady Joanna. You’ll marry the sister.”

         Joanna abruptly got up and ran from the room. Seymour cast the most hostile look at the earl that Henry could ever remember having seen on his friend’s face and followed her.

         Henry looked at his father.

         The old man scowled. “Listen to me, boy.”

         He couldn’t talk to his father right now without saying something he would regret.

         He turned to go to Mary.

         But she and Lord and Lady Caire were gone.

         
              

         

         It had always been too good to be true, Mary reflected listlessly as the Caire carriage rolled through the London night. She wasn’t a fairy-tale lady, an aristocrat, the daughter of a loving family, Henry’s fiancée.

         She was just plain Mary Whitsun, a foundling left on an orphanage step like so much rubbish. It all really had been a dream.

         “I think a nice hot cup of tea when we return,” Lady Caire said gently. “I always feel better after a cup of tea.”

         Mary was aware that her mistress was looking at her with a worried expression, but she couldn’t seem to find the words to answer her.

         Lady Caire took her hand. Mary and she were sitting on the same side of the carriage while Lord Caire was across from them, a silent presence. Beside him was his mother, the elder Lady Caire—a dashing lady nearing seventy.

         She said, “Angrove is obviously Mary’s father. She ought to apply to him for support.”

         “Oh,” Mary said. She hadn’t thought about the matter, but now that she did, it was obvious. “I must’ve been left at the home by one of his mistresses.”

         The younger Lady Caire squeezed her hand. “Probably, though we may never know for certain.” Her brows drew together. “Do you want to try to make him acknowledge you?”

         “No, my lady,” Mary replied at once. Lord Angrove had been a cold man even when he’d thought her his legitimate daughter. She didn’t want to think how he’d be now that it was obvious that she was his bastard.

         She might be an impoverished maid, but she had her pride.

         The elder Lady Caire cleared her throat delicately. “I’ve thought about repairing to Paris for the winter. Perhaps Mary Whitsun could join me as my companion.”

         “That sounds like it might be a lovely plan,” the younger Lady Caire said uncertainly. She glanced at Mary. “Of course you needn’t make a decision right now.”

         Lord Caire stirred. “What did Lord Blackwell mean when he accused Fitzgerald of trying to kill you?”

         “Oh,” Mary whispered, realizing. “He must’ve been after me all along.”

         “What, dear?” the elder Lady Caire asked, leaning forward.

         Mary inhaled. “Henry…” She swallowed. A nursemaid shouldn’t call a viscount by his given name. “That is, Lord Blackwell and I were shot at. Twice. My lady’s maid was hit on her arm. She’s still favoring it.” She tried to smile and failed. Lane wasn’t her maid anymore. She was back to being lower on the servant ladder than a lady’s maid. “I thought someone must be trying to kill the viscount, while he was worried for me.” The memory of Henry’s concern almost brought tears to her eyes, but she fought them down. “I suppose Lord Blackwell was right. That man—Mr. Fitzgerald—was trying to kill me. How odd.”

         She gave a small shiver at the thought, but really the whole thing was overshadowed by everything else that had happened that night.

         The younger Lady Caire shot a worried glance at Lord Caire. “Darling, you should have told us. I’m sure we had no idea living at the Earl of Angrove’s house was so dangerous.”

         “Oh, but it wasn’t,” she protested at once. “Lady Angrove was so nice to me, and my sister—” She cut herself off abruptly. Jo wasn’t her sister anymore, was she? “Lady Joanna was very, very sweet,” she finished in a whisper.

         Lady Caire wrapped her arm around Mary’s shoulders.

         She leaned into Lady Caire’s warmth. Normally she would never ride in a carriage with Lord and Lady Caire. She was the nursemaid. The servant, no matter how kind and loving Lady Caire was to her.

         It wouldn’t matter, she tried to tell herself as she blinked back tears. She’d been a servant before, and she could go back to that. She was lucky she had a position to go back to. Many girls in London didn’t.

         She was fortunate, really. She had a job and food and a place to lay her head. A kind mistress and lovely children to look after.

         It was just that in real life nursemaids didn’t marry the sons of earls. Henry was lost to her forever.

         And that?

         That broke her heart.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         
            The next day Triton marched into the palace and into the throne room. The prince was sitting with his fiancée, telling her once again how brave she was to have saved him, while Clio stood by mournfully. Triton rolled his eyes at this scene. He took the prince by the shoulders, picked him up, and shoved him into Clio’s arms, firmly enough that the prince’s mouth fell against Clio’s lips.…

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Henry was dismounting from his horse in front of Keating House a few minutes later when he heard hoofbeats behind him.

         He turned just as Seymour pulled up. The other man must’ve followed him directly from the ball. The carriage carrying the rest of the Keating family hadn’t even arrived back at the house.

         “Blackwell,” Seymour greeted him with uncommon seriousness as he dismounted. “A word?”

         “Of course.”

         Henry led the way into the house, passing Phillips with a nod and continuing up the stairs and into the library. He went straight to the decanter sitting on a table and poured the amber liquid inside into two glasses.

         He turned and offered one to his oldest friend in the world.

         “Thanks.” Seymour took a long sip, paused to swallow, and then looked up at Henry. “I can’t let you have her. I’ve been in love with Joanna for years, I think you know that.”

         “Yes,” Henry said. He would’ve had to be a blind fool not to have seen the love between the two. They’d never discussed it. One wasn’t supposed to in the aristocracy. A man was just supposed to marry his best friend’s lady and never say a word.

         Henry made a face at his drink. What bloody idiots they were.

         “The thing is,” Seymour continued. “When Cecilia was found it changed everything. I could tell Joanna how I felt. She could tell me that, surprisingly, I’m the man for her. We made plans. And I find that just because Cecilia wasn’t who we thought her doesn’t change those feelings. Those plans. She’s mine, Blackwell. I can’t even tell you I’m sorry.”

         “Nor should you,” Henry replied. “I should’ve broken off the engagement long ago and damned the earls. Naturally you should marry Joanna.”

         “Thank you.” Seymour’s charming lopsided smile spread across his face, and he suddenly clapped Henry in his arms. “God. Thank you, Blackwell.”

         Henry hugged him in return and then stepped back. “Angrove won’t like it, you realize.”

         Seymour winked. “Which is why we’ll present him with a fait accompli. I told Joanna to pack before I left her tonight. We’ll elope. I’ve bought a commission in His Majesty’s army, and I’ll at least keep a roof over her head until her father comes around.”

         Henry shook his head. It was a wild plan, but if anyone could pull off eloping with an earl’s daughter it was Seymour. “Good luck. You’re going to need it, I’m afraid.”

         “Thank you.” Seymour set down his glass and turned to the door before hesitating. He looked over his shoulder at Henry. “I just couldn’t vanish without making it right with you first. We are all right, yes?”

         “Always,” Henry replied. “You’ll write to me should you need help?”

         Seymour nodded and waved, and then he was out the door.

         Henry swallowed the rest of the brandy in his glass.

         The door to the library opened again and Kate stuck her head in. “There you are.” She entered and closed the door behind her, then leaned against it. “How are you?”

         Henry shrugged. How to explain what it felt like to have your heart break? “Not good.”

         She nodded pensively. “Mother’s weeping, and Becca is hiding in her bedroom.” She glanced up at him. “I quite liked Cecilia…or whoever she was.”

         “Mary,” he said, and even saying her name made him feel a little better. “Her name is Mary Whitsun.”

         Kate bit her lip. “What will you do?”

         He sighed and put down his glass. “What I must. Where is Father?”

         “In his study.” She backed away from the door to let him open it. “Henry?”

         He paused, his hand on the doorknob, and looked at her.

         She clasped her hands at her bosom. “Whatever happens, please know that Becca and Mother and I love you very much.”

         “And I you all.” He took a step toward her and bussed her on the forehead, then looked into her worried eyes. “You’d best be prepared.”

         With that he went to confront his father.

         He found the earl pacing the cavernous expanse of his study—the room ran all along one side of the house and really ought to have been the library, but Father had long ago taken it for himself.

         “I want you to call upon Joanna tomorrow afternoon,” the earl said as soon as Henry entered the room. “Bring her flowers and a small present. Be sure to take my carriage so that the Keating crest shows plainly. If we act promptly we can forestall much of the gossip.”

         “There’s just one problem with that plan,” Henry drawled. “I’m not marrying Joanna.”

         Father stopped and glowered at him. “Henry—”

         “No,” Henry said quietly but firmly. “You can’t make me marry Joanna. You seem unable to acknowledge that. Perhaps it’s my own fault. I’ve submitted to this ridiculous arranged marriage all my life. It’s past time I quit.”

         His father’s face filled with rage. “I’ll cut you off! You’ll lose your quarterly allowance, and I’ll lock you out of the heir’s house. You won’t have a cent to live on until I die, and I don’t intend to leave this earth for decades.”

         “Indeed I hope you do not,” Henry replied sincerely. “And I made my decision with the full knowledge that you’d cut me off. I may lose your money, but I’m not without resources.” He turned to the door. “Good-bye, Father.”

         “You’re insane!” the earl practically howled behind him. “What could possibly be worth losing so much?”

         Henry turned to look at his father. “Love.”

         He closed the door quietly behind him.

         
              

         

         The next morning Mary sat in the Caire House garden, supposedly tending Annalise and Toby. In reality, both Mary Thames and the new nursemaid hired when Mary Whitsun had left Caire House were in attendance, making her presence redundant. Lady Caire had attempted to make Mary take a few days’ rest after…everything, but Mary had insisted on returning to her work. Lady Caire hadn’t demurred, but she hadn’t let the new nursemaid go, either.

         Mary should feel insulted or worried about her position or…

         Really she just couldn’t find it within herself to care.

         “Mary?”

         She looked up at Annalise’s soft voice and tried to smile at the girl. “Yes?”

         “Toby picked a flower for you,” Annalise said. She had her brother by the hand and Toby was holding a wilting bunch of Michaelmas daisies. They looked as if they’d been torn from the plant.

         Toby grinned up at her, his chubby cheeks scrunching his eyes nearly closed. “Mimi.”

         Mary felt tears start at her eyes. “Thank you, Toby.” She took the proffered flowers from the toddler’s hand.

         “Bob the gardener shall be ever so annoyed,” Annalise observed with big-sister honesty. Her expression became fiercely determined. “But I shan’t care and neither shall Toby. We want you to be happy again.”

         Mary had opened her mouth to say something—she wasn’t sure quite what—when the back door to the house opened.

         Henry strode down the graveled path, his face grave.

         “Who’s that?” Annalise asked, while at the same time Mary Thames stood and said brightly, “Let’s go in for tea, shall we?”

         “But who is he?” Annalise demanded, looking mulish. “Is he going to hurt Mary Whitsun?”

         Mary hoped not, but she very much feared he would. She watched Henry near with the aching knowledge that he’d come to say good-bye.

         She could live through this.

         Mary Thames and the new nursemaid urged the children inside, and then it was just the two of them in the garden.

         Mary twisted her hands together in her lap and tried to think of some pleasantry.

         Henry dropped to one knee before her.

         She blinked.

         “Marry me,” he said, and she wondered dazedly if she’d sat in the sun too long. “My father has disowned me, but I have some monies from my mother’s uncle and a small house. It’s nothing like this”—he gestured behind him to the looming expanse of Caire House—“but it’s livable. I can sell my mares and the carriage, and I have a school friend in need of a secretary. I can work. We won’t be wealthy, but I’ll be able to afford a maid and a cook.”

         “Henry,” she gasped. “You don’t have to sell your mares.”

         “I do,” he said, clasping her hands and bringing them to his lips. “I do because I need you, Mary, now and forever. I think I wasn’t truly living before I met you—I was merely trundling along through my days. You woke me up, made me see the world in a fresh light. My mares are but property. You, you are my heart and soul. I love you.”

         “Oh,” she said softly as the tears overflowed her eyes and ran down her cheeks. “Oh, Henry, yes.”

         The words were barely out of her mouth before he was surging up and kissing her, there in the sunlight of the Caire House garden. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly as if afraid she would flee.

         “Thank God,” he murmured against her lips. “Please never leave me, no matter how difficult the coming years. I’ll do everything I can to make your life perfect.”

         “It already is.” She framed his face with her palms. “Because I love you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Epilogue

         

         
            Well, that was all it took of course.

            “Oh!” said Clio, even as the prince was calling for his guards and struggling back to his throne.

            It seemed a good time to go, so Clio didn’t protest when Triton took her hand and ran out of the palace with her. They hurried back down the road and to the sea.

            Once there, Clio dove into the waves, and immediately her land legs turned back into her beautiful fish tail. She laughed aloud and swam in a circle, swishing it about, until she suddenly realized that Triton was not with her. That was strange. Triton was always with her. Always protecting her. Hurriedly she glanced around, but he wasn’t in sight. She searched for him in wider and wider circles, all the while wondering how he could have swum past her. How she could have not seen him. Finally she swam to the palace of the Sea King, but Triton was not there, either.

            Then Clio had a terrible thought. What if Triton had never followed her into the sea? She looked up through the waves and saw that the sun had begun to set. Clio swam as fast as she could back to the coast, as the light leached from the sky far above.

            When at last she came to the coast, she saw Triton upon the sand. But something was terribly wrong. He lay collapsed, and he still had land legs.

            “Triton!” she called. “Triton, come to the sea!”

            For a moment she feared he might be dead. But then he lifted his head and looked in her direction. Gone was his coral complexion. Instead his face was gray and lined. His hair had gone gray as well. As she watched, he levered himself up on shaking arms and began crawling toward the water where she waited.

            Clio couldn’t understand. Triton was the most powerful being in the seas, stronger than sharks and giant octopuses. What could have struck him down so low that he couldn’t even walk?

            She called again, but Triton didn’t answer. He stared at her with his sea-green eyes and doggedly kept crawling toward her until at last he came to the waves. Even then, when the seawater lapped about his chest and land legs, he didn’t regain his fish tail.

            Clio swam to him and cradled his head in her hands. “Triton! What has happened?”

            But he didn’t speak. He simply looked at her…and rolled his eyes.

            She began crying because the last bit of color was draining from his face. She lowered her head and kissed him, the salt from her tears mingling with the salt of the sea between their lips.

            And as she kissed him, Triton took a great shuddering breath. Suddenly his land legs transformed back into his lovely fish tail, and the coral color came back into his face.

            Clio looked at him in wonder. “What has happened?”

            “It’s simple,” Triton said gruffly. “I made the same bargain with the Sea Wizard as you save for one difference: you had to kiss me by the end of the seventh day or I would die.”

            Clio looked at him thoughtfully. “That is a perfectly silly bargain. What if I’d stayed with the prince?”

            Triton shrugged. “I would have died, I suppose.”

            She rolled her eyes. “I am glad you did not, for I’ve discovered that I love you.”

            “In that case, I think you should marry me and come on grand adventures with me,” said Triton. “For I’ve loved you all along.”

            So she did, and they lived quite happily ever after under the waves.

            —From The Curious Mermaid

         

         Three months later…

         Mary had expected a small wedding. After all, she and Henry had been the scandal of the London season. She’d been certain that anyone with any sort of standing at all would stay well away so as not to become tainted with their disgrace.

         As it turned out, she couldn’t have been more wrong.

         “It’s a crush,” Jo said with satisfaction as she came into the little room at the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children where Mary was preparing for her vows. Jo was now Lady Joanna Seymour, but she still wanted Mary to call her Jo. “Some of the guests have had to stand, there’s so little room.”

         “Really?” Mary wasn’t exactly thrilled to hear this. “Who has come?”

         “Well,” Joanna said as she sat, and began reciting with relish. “There’s my mother, my grand-mère, Mr. and Mrs. Makepeace.” She paused for thought. “I think there are two Mr. and Mrs. Makepeaces—confusing, that. Oh, the Duke of Montgomery and the Duke of Kyle and their wives—the Duke of Montgomery is standing with his darling little daughter on his shoulders and taunting any gentleman who comes near him. He’s quite awful, isn’t he? But so handsome!”

         Jo drew a deep breath and continued before Mary could give her opinion of the duke. “Mr. and Mrs. St. John and all their children—I counted four, and I may’ve missed one. Of course Lady Hero and Lord Griffin and their offspring along with Lady Phoebe and Captain Trevillion—he’s quite dashing, isn’t he? The Earl of Paxton and his countess and the Earl of Ashridge and his wife—didn’t she used to be the famous breeches actress?” Jo shook her head, moving on. “All of the orphanage children, of course, and the elder Lady Caire. Henry’s mother and sisters are here, as well as that odd cousin of his—Richard Somebody?” Jo beamed at Mary. “And I don’t think that’s everyone, really. The main room is crowded.”

         “Goodness,” Mary murmured. “Whyever did they all come?”

         “Because they love you,” Lady Caire said.

         Mary turned to her and saw that the older woman was smiling, somewhat misty eyed. “Really?”

         “Yes, Mary Whitsun,” Lady Caire replied. “They’ve known you nearly all your life. Most of the women met you through the Ladies’ Syndicate. They watched you grow up at the home, and they know you from my house. You’re integral to the home. To all of us.”

         “It’s true,” Nell Jones said. She was the home’s head servant and had insisted on coming to help Mary dress for her wedding.

         It was Mary’s turn to have tears fill her eyes.

         “Now, now, you mustn’t weep,” Lady Caire chided, though she was having the same problem. “You don’t want Lord Blackwell to see you with red eyes on your wedding day.”

         “No.” Mary took a handkerchief from Nell and dabbed at her eyes. She wore a cream dress embroidered in palest rose and silver thread. It had been a wedding present from Lord and Lady Caire, and she did want to do it justice.

         A knock came at the door and Nell let Mr. Winter Makepeace into the room. He was a severe-looking man with dark hair and eyes and plain attire, but Mary knew he ruled the home with a firm but kind hand.

         “Are you ready, Mary Whitsun?” he asked gravely.

         “Yes,” she said and took his arm.

         He led her from the little room. Up the stairs. This was a different building from the one she’d mostly grown up in. That old home had been rickety and cramped and had burned down the same year Lady Caire had married Lord Caire. This building had been made from brick, the walls straight and neatly painted. Still they passed dormitory rooms full of little beds. That at least had not changed.

         Mr. Makepeace paused before the door to the assembly room where she was to be wed. He looked down at her, and she remembered how large he’d seemed to her when she was a child. How commanding and inspiring. How he’d held her in his strong arms when she’d fallen and scraped the palms of her hands.

         “I’m proud of you, Mary Whitsun,” he said now, this man who was like a father to her. “You’ve grown into a kind and good woman—everything I ever expected of you. I wish you every happiness in your marriage.”

         She swallowed as her throat closed again. Oh, drat, she was going to cry!

         He smiled and kissed her on the forehead. “Come. Your future awaits you inside.”

         She took a deep breath as he pushed open the doors to the assembly room. Joanna was right: it was completely full of people, all of whom stood and turned. She saw friends she’d known for years and friends of only a few months’ standing. She saw the Earl of Keating—surprisingly—looking grumpy but standing with his wife, who was positively beaming.

         But as she walked toward the front of the room on Mr. Makepeace’s arm, she looked only at Henry, standing with a small grin on his face as he waited for her.

         Her future.

         Her love.

         
              

         

         
              

         

         That night…

         It wasn’t a grand house. It wasn’t even a very big house.

         But it was their house.

         Mary smiled at her reflection in the small mirror hanging over the chest of drawers in her bedroom. Her brown hair hung loose over her shoulders, brushed with one hundred strokes, and she wore a new lawn chemise, a gift from Lady Angrove. That lady had declared that she didn’t care that Mary wasn’t of her blood—Lady Angrove still considered her a daughter along with Jo and the real Cecilia, who had turned out to be quite nice.

         She was looking forward to continuing to see the Angrove ladies, since Henry’s new job was in London. He was managing his school friend’s business interests here while his friend traveled abroad. And Henry had been right—his pay, while not extravagant, was more than enough for this little town house on a quiet London lane. He’d had to sell his horses and his carriage, of course, but he pointed out that he could walk to work, and anyway stabling horses was too expensive. Mary even had a maid—a girl from the home who looked at her with awe—and a cook who liked to sing as she baked.

         There was a knock at the door, interrupting her thoughts. It cracked open, and Henry asked from without, “May I come in?”

         “Yes,” Mary called, her fingers trembling with nerves as she smoothed them down her chemise.

         Henry opened the door and stepped into the room, then stopped.

         She could almost feel his gaze traveling over her from head to toe.

         “Lady Blackwell,” he said, his voice husky, “have I told you today how beautiful you are?”

         She bit her lip and shook her head, suddenly and unaccountably shy. How foolish! She’d seen Henry nearly every day of their engagement. She knew him and he knew her.

         Of course they’d never had a wedding night before.

         “You,” said Henry as he untied his neckcloth, “are more beautiful than the sun, the moon, and all the stars in the night sky.”

         She could feel herself blushing. “Might that be a tad bit exaggerated?”

         He knit his brow as if thinking. “No. No, I don’t think so.”

         He drew off his neckcloth and placed it on a chair.

         She couldn’t just stand there and wait for him.

         Mary crossed to Henry and set to work unbuttoning his waistcoat. He’d already shed his coat.

         “Why, Lady Blackwell,” he said, bending over her, “one might think you were impatient.”

         She pursed her lips, not daring to look at him. “I am impatient. A three-month engagement, and you never once took me to bed.”

         “My dear,” he husked in her ear. “Had I taken you to bed it surely would not have been only once.”

         She couldn’t help but look up at that, and he took her mouth at once.

         This they had done many times in the last months, and yet each time was new and exciting. Her fingers stilled as she opened her lips, sucking in his tongue, feeling thrills thrumming down her body.

         He muttered something, and then the room whirled as he picked her up and strode to the bed.

         He placed her on it and began to climb in as well, but she placed her hand on his chest, halting him. “I’ve waited too long to see all of you.”

         He scowled, but stood obediently and began to throw off his clothes at an alarming pace. Mary thought she could hear seams ripping, and then he was in only his smalls.

         She inhaled as he paused. Her husband had broad, muscled shoulders. Black hair curled between his nipples, and below his navel a line of fine hair led into the waistband of his smalls. A heavy weight tented the fine fabric there.

         He was gorgeous.

         He locked gazes with her and slowly unbuttoned his smallclothes.

         She held her breath, dropping her eyes to watch as more and more was revealed. She saw the black thicket of curls and then his penis, big and hard and standing proudly erect.

         Oh. Oh, it was bigger than she’d expected, which should alarm her, she knew, but all she felt was a curl of heat low in her belly.

         Henry dropped his smalls and kicked them aside. Then he climbed into the bed with her. “All right?”

         “Y-yes,” she replied, stuttering not from fear but from something else. His mere presence was making her tremble, it seemed.

         His smile had a hard edge as he bent over her on all fours and kissed her gently on the mouth. “May I take off your chemise?”

         She could only nod, closing her eyes in sudden and ill-timed shyness.

         She raised her arms, sitting up a bit, and felt the delicate cloth brush her arms, her breasts, and her face as it was lifted from her.

         There was silence.

         Finally she opened her eyes and looked at him.

         He was staring at her with a dark look in his eyes, his mouth unsmiling, the chemise still clenched in one fist. “Oh, Lady Blackwell, I am indeed a fortunate man.”

         He tossed aside the chemise and knelt down over her, placing his mouth on her nipple.

         He sucked and her back arched. She’d never thought that one little point should provide such pleasure.

         She took his face between her palms, not knowing if she wanted to draw him closer or push him away, but he lifted his head.

         “Your breasts are perfect,” he whispered. “Lush and sweet and beautiful beyond the telling of it.”

         Her eyes widened, but before she could respond he’d moved to her other nipple.

         It was…

         Well, she was certainly glad he seemed to be enjoying this, too.

         Her legs moved restlessly as he suckled one nipple and flicked his thumbnail over the other one.

         It made her…

         Oh, it made her so hot. She yearned.

         “Henry,” she groaned. “Please. Please.”

         But instead of coming to her, he moved downward, scattering kisses across her belly.

         “Open for me, darling,” he murmured when he came to her maiden hair.

         She parted her thighs, anxiously anticipating what he would do next.

         “You’re wet for me,” he said, touching her there with his finger.

         She gasped. His touch was light, but it was so intimate. So blunt.

         “Are you ready for me?” he breathed across her wet flesh.

         “Yes,” she cried, pulling at his shoulders. “Yes, yes, now.”

         He lunged up her, placing one hand beside her shoulder. The other was down there between them.

         “Spread your legs,” he whispered. “Wider. Wider.”

         She did, exposing herself completely. But that was all right.

         This was Henry. She wanted to be as close to him as possible.

         She felt him brush against her and then a firm nudge.

         She looked up at him, staring into his blue, blue eyes as he widened her impossibly.

         “I’m joining with you,” he said softly. “I’m entering you, my wife.”

         She’d heard tales of pain. Of blood, even. But aside from a small pinch, she felt no pain.

         But the pressure, the weight of him, bearing down on her.

         In her.

         That, that she hadn’t been prepared for.

         It was wonderful, somehow, holding him cradled between her legs, letting him see and feel all of her.

         He came to rest finally, thick and lodged within her, and Henry took a breath, sounding a little strained. “All right?”

         “Yes,” she said, stroking his side, running her fingers to his bottom, so firm and nice.

         He closed his eyes for a second, then opened them. “I love you.”

         Her eyes widened.

         And then he moved.

         Drawing his hard penis out of her before thrusting back in.

         It felt…

         She watched him as he did it again. His face was solemn, his lips slightly twisted.

         He looked as if he might be in pain.

         Except he wasn’t.

         He shut his eyes again. “God, Mary, your eyes.”

         Then he bent and opened his mouth over hers, and she stopped thinking.

         He kissed her as if he drew life from her lips.

         As if he would die if he ever stopped.

         She clutched at him. At his buttocks and his shoulder. Moving her hips up to meet his descent. Spreading her legs even wider.

         Feeling the jolt when he rubbed her just there.

         Sweat slicked his back, hot and real, and he moved faster now, his hips thumping into hers.

         She felt the tension build, felt his penis thrust in and out of her, felt her body coil tight.

         He hitched his hips and made a swiveling motion on her and stars exploded behind her eyelids, white and sudden, hot and bright, shattering her.

         She gasped into his mouth as he kept kissing her, his tongue claiming her, his lips rough and hard.

         Until he jerked his mouth from hers and gasped, his head arching back, his eyes squeezed shut. She could feel heat pulsing into her even as he cried out her name.

         She watched him, wanting to remember this moment forever.

         She. She had brought him this pleasure.

         At last he slumped atop her and his weight seemed to press her into the bed.

         Not that she cared. She rather liked holding him, all warm and lax, her husband.

         He yawned suddenly and levered himself up and off her, rolling to the side of the bed and rising.

         She watched as he walked, splendidly naked, to the chest of drawers, where a plain white pitcher and bowl stood. He poured some water in the bowl, wet a cloth and came back to the bed with it.

         He sat on the edge of the bed and regarded her. “Good evening, Lady Blackwell.”

         She raised her eyebrows. “And good evening to you as well, Lord Blackwell.”

         A smile threatened to disrupt his solemn expression, but he controlled it. “I trust our congress met with your approval?”

         She nodded regally. “Oh, indeed. So much so that I hope you’ll repeat it on the morrow.”

         His lips quirked at that before he smiled. “Tomorrow and every day thereafter, my darling, if I have my way.”

         “Henry,” she whispered, suddenly serious, her hand reaching to cup his cheek.

         “Here,” he said, offering the damp cloth. “If you wish to clean yourself before we sleep.”

         She took the cloth and he turned back to the washbasin to perform his own ablutions.

         Mary supposed she should feel embarrassed at this personal act performed in front of another, but Henry wasn’t just any other person.

         He was her love.

         And this small, homely intimacy was…nice. She’d never had a confidant so close to her heart. So close to her.

         He returned and took her cloth to put away and then blew out the candles before climbing into the bed with her.

         He pulled her close, her back to his front, and curled his legs so that her feet rested on top of his. The coverlet was pulled up over their shoulders, and then they were in their own warm world.

         “Good night, Lady Blackwell,” she heard him murmur into her ear.

         She smiled, catching his hand and pulling it close to her belly. She had her husband, and the coming day was the beginning of all their tomorrows.

         Together in love.
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         April 1742

         Considering how extremely dull her life had been up until this point, Iris Daniels, Lady Jordan had discovered a quite colorful way to die.

         Torches flamed around her on tall stakes driven into the ground. Their flickering light in the moonless night made shadows jump and waver over the masked men grouped in a circle around her.

         The naked masked men.

         Their masks weren’t staid black half masks, either. No. They wore bizarre animal or bird shapes. She saw a crow, a badger, a mouse, and a bear with a hairy belly and a crooked red penis.

         She knelt next to a great stone slab, a primitive fallen monolith brought here centuries ago by people long forgotten. Her trembling hands were bound in front of her, her hair was coming down about her face, her dress was in a shocking state, and she suspected that she might smell—a result of having been kidnapped over three days before.

         In front of her stood three men, the masters of this horrific farce.

         The first wore a fox’s mask. He was slim, pale, and, judging by his body hair, a redhead.

         The second wore a mask in the likeness of a young man with grapes in his hair—the god Dionysus if she wasn’t mistaken, which, oddly, was far more terrifying than any of the animal masks. He bore a dolphin tattoo on his upper right arm.

         The last wore a wolf’s mask and was taller by a head than the other two. His body hair was black, he stood with a calm air of power, and he, too, bore a dolphin tattoo. Directly on the jut of his left hipbone. Which rather drew the eye to the man’s penis.

         The man in the wolf’s mask had nothing to be ashamed of.

         Iris shuddered in disgust and glanced away, accidentally meeting the Wolf’s mocking gaze.

         She lifted her chin in defiance. She knew who this group of men was. This was the Lords of Chaos, an odious secret society composed of aristocrats who enjoyed two things: power and the rape and destruction of women and children.

         These…creatures might kill her—and worse—but they would not take her dignity.

         Although right now she rather yearned for her dull life.

         “My Lords!” Dionysus called, raising his arms above his head in a theatrical gesture that showed very little taste. But then he was addressing an audience of nude, masked men. “My Lords, I welcome you to our spring revels. Tonight we make a special sacrifice—the new Duchess of Kyle!”

         The crowd roared like the slavering beasts they were, but Iris blinked. The Duchess of…

         She glanced quickly around.

         As far as she could see in the macabre flickering torchlight, she was the only sacrifice in evidence and she was most certainly not the Duchess of Kyle.

         The commotion began to die down.

         Iris cleared her throat. “No, I’m not.”

         “Silence,” the fox hissed.

         She narrowed her eyes at him. Over the last three days she’d been kidnapped on her way home from the wedding of the true Duchess of Kyle, had been bound and hooded, and then shoved into a tiny stone hut without any sort of fire. She’d been forced to relieve herself in a bucket, and had been starved and given very little water. All of which had given her far too much time to contemplate her own death and what torture might precede it.

         She might be terrified and alone but she wasn’t about to go down without a fight. As far as she could see she had nothing to lose and possibly her life to gain.

         So she raised her voice and said clearly and loudly, “You have made a mistake. I am not the Duchess of Kyle.”

         The wolf glanced at Dionysus, and for the first time he spoke, his voice smoky, “Your men kidnapped the wrong woman.”

         “Don’t be a fool,” Dionysus snapped at him. “We captured her three days after her wedding to Kyle.”

         “Yes, returning home to London from the wedding,” Iris said. “The Duke of Kyle married a young woman named Alf, not me. Why would I leave him if I’d just married him?”

         The wolf chuckled darkly.

         “She lies!” cried the fox and leaped toward her, his arm raised.

         The wolf lunged, seizing the fox’s arm, twisting it up behind his back, and forcing the other man to the ground on his knees.

         Iris swallowed, staring. She’d never seen a man move so swiftly.

         Nor so brutally.

         The wolf bent over his prey, the snout of his mask pressed against the man’s vulnerable bent neck. “Don’t. Touch. What. Is. Mine.”

         “Let him go,” Dionysus barked.

         The wolf didn’t move.

         “Obey me,” the Dionysus said.

         The wolf finally turned his mask from the fox’s neck. “You have the wrong woman, a corrupt sacrifice, one not worthy of the revel. I have the right to claim her. She is forfeit to me.”

         Dionysus tilted his head as if considering. “Only by my leave.”

         The wolf abruptly threw wide his arms, releasing the fox and standing up again. “Then by your leave,” he said, his words holding an edge of mockery. The firelight gleamed off his muscled chest and strong arms.

         What would make a man with such natural power and grace join this gruesome society?

         The other members of the Lords of Chaos didn’t seem as sanguine at the thought of having their principal entertainment for the evening snatched out from under their noses. The men around her were muttering and shifting, a restless miasma of danger hovering in the night air.

         Any spark could set them off, Iris suddenly realized.

         “Well?” the wolf asked the Dionysus.

         “You can’t let her go,” the fox said, getting to his feet. “Why the bloody hell are you listening to him? She’s ours. Let us take our fill of her and—”

         The wolf struck him on the side of the head, a terrible blow that made the fox fly backward.

         “Mine,” growled the wolf. He looked at the Dionysus. “Do you lead the Lords or not?”

         “I think it more than evident that I lead the Lords,” the Dionysus drawled, even as the muttering of the crowd grew louder. “And I think I need not prove my mettle by giving you this woman.”

         The wolf was standing between Iris and the Dionysus and she saw the muscles on his legs tense. She wondered if the Dionysus could see that the other man was readying for battle as well.

         “However,” the Dionysus continued, “I can grant her to you as an act of… charity. Enjoy her in whatever way you see fit, but remember to make sure she can never tell others about us.”

         “My word,” the wolf bit out.

         He grabbed Iris’s bound wrists and hauled her to her feet, dragging her stumbling behind him, as he strode through the mass of angry masked men. The crowd jostled her, shoving against her from all sides with bare arms and elbows until the wolf finally pulled her free.

         She had been brought to this place hooded and for the first time she saw that it must be some sort of ruined abbey. Stones and broken arches loomed in the dark and she tripped more than once over weed-covered rubble. The spring night was chilly away from the fires, but the man in the wolf mask seemed unaffected by the elements. He continued his pace until they reached a dirt road and several waiting carriages. He walked up to one and without preamble opened the door and shoved her inside.

         The door closed and Iris was left panting in the dark empty carriage.

         Immediately she tried the carriage door, but he’d locked or jammed it somehow. It wouldn’t open.

         She could hear men’s voices in the distance. Shouts and cries. Good Lord. She imagined a pack of wild dogs would sound the same.

         She needed a weapon. Something—anything—with which to defend herself.

         Hurriedly she felt the door—a handle, but she couldn’t wrench it off—a small window, no curtains—the walls of the carriage—nothing. The seats were plush velvet. Expensive. Sometimes in better-made carriages the seats…

         She yanked at one.

         It lifted up.

         Inside was a small space.

         She reached in and felt a fur blanket. Nothing else.

         Damn.

         She could hear the wolf’s voice just outside the carriage.

         Desperately she flung herself at the opposite seat and tugged it up. Thrust her hand in.

         A pistol.

         The door to the carriage opened. The wolf loomed in the doorway, a lantern in one hand. She saw his eyes flick to the pistol she held between her bound hands. He turned his head and said something in a strange incomprehensible language to someone outside.

         Then he got in the carriage and closed the door. He hung the lantern on a hook and sat on the seat across from her. “Put that down.”

         She backed into the opposite corner as far away from him as possible, holding the pistol up. Level with his chest. “No.”

         The carriage jolted into motion.

         “T-tell them to stop,” she said, her voice stuttering with terror despite her resolve. “Let me go now.”

         “So that they can rape you to death out there?” He tilted his head to indicate the Lords. “No.”

         He reached for her and she knew she had no choice. She’d seen how he moved, how fast and how ruthlessly.

         She shot him.

         The blast knocked him into the seat and threw her hands up and back, narrowly missing her nose with the pistol.

         Iris scrambled upright. The bullet was gone but she could still use the pistol as a bludgeon.

         The wolf was sprawled across the seat, blood streaming from a gaping hole in his right shoulder. His mask had been knocked askew on his face.

         She reached forward and pulled it off.

         The face that was revealed had once been as beautiful as an angel’s but was now horribly mutilated. A livid red scar ran from just below his hairline on the right side of his face, bisecting the eyebrow, somehow missing the eye itself but gouging a furrow into the lean cheek and catching the edge of the upper lip on that side, making it twist. The scar ended in a missing divot of flesh in the line of the man’s severe jaw. He had inky black hair and emotionless crystal gray eyes—though they were closed now—and she recognized him.

         He was Raphael de Chartres, the Duke of Dyemore, and when she’d danced with him—once—three months ago at a ball, she’d thought he’d looked like Hades.

         God of the underworld.

         God of the dead.

         She had no reason to change her opinion now.

         Then he gasped, and those cold crystal eyes opened and he glared at her. “You idiot woman. I’m trying to save you.”
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            Chapter One

         

         “STOP TRYING TO CHEER me up, or I’ll call you out.” Julian Andreas Cynan Evan St. David, twelfth Duke of Haverford, wanted to blast away at something, though the Marquess of Radnor, being both a dead shot and Julian’s dearest friend, made a poor choice of target.

         “Are you upset with your sister for the expense this house party will cause,” Radnor asked, “or for the number of eligible young ladies you’ll have to partner at whist?”

         “Dukes do not become upset. If you continue nattering, you’ll frighten the fish away.”

         Radnor made an elegant cast into the middle of the stream. “Haverford, if it’s a matter of coin—?”

         “Do you want me to blow out your brains, Radnor, assuming even I could hit a target that small?”

         Radnor’s line dipped, then bowed down. Julian gathered up his rod and maintained a respectful silence while the marquess did battle with a trout intent on putting a presuming aristocrat in his place.

         The morning was lovely as only Wales in spring could be lovely, the hills Eden-green, the sky full of fluffy white clouds—lamb clouds, Glenys used to call them—and the breeze scented with freshly scythed hay.

         The valley was coming into its most impressive verdure, and of course, Glenys had timed her house party ambush to show off the estate as well as her older brother.

         Radnor swung his line from the water, and Julian took up a net. He snagged the thrashing trout and held it up for the marquess to admire.

         “Fine specimen,” Radnor said, setting his pole aside. “Though I’m sure we have larger fish in my ponds at Radnor Hall.”

         “Larger perhaps, but not with more fight.” Julian gripped the trout about the back and eased the hook free. The fish wiggled in his grasp, fighting to the last, its mouth moving in a desperate effort to sustain life.

         “He’ll make a lovely addition to the table—what the deuce, Haverford! That is my fish.”

         Julian tossed the trout back into the water, and it was off downstream with an indignant swish of its tail.

         “We have enough,” Julian said, nudging a wicker basket with his toe. “That one earned his freedom, while I have tarried here as long as I dare. Glenys expects me for the midday meal, and then I must meet with my land steward.”

         “I accept your invitation to dine,” Radnor said, reeling in his line. “To do otherwise would leave Lady Glenys to endure a tongue-lashing at table, which thought my gallant nature shudders to contemplate.”

         “Your gallant nature wants to brag about your success as an angler.”

         Radnor was being kind, ensuring Julian would have an ally when Glenys maundered on regarding her plan to end Julian’s bachelorhood. Radnor meant well, Glenys meant well, the damned trout had probably meant well, drat the lot of them.

         Julian had his own plan for ensuring the succession, and according to that plan, hunting for a duchess would begin in approximately eight years and seven months, assuming no radical fluctuations in market conditions occurred.

         A costly, pointless house party did not figure into his plans at all.

         He and Radnor walked in silence toward Haverford Castle’s back terrace. The prospect across the gardens was lovely and should have been soothing. Unlike many titled landholders, Julian had not ripped up his ancestors’ formal parterres to replace them with an artificial—and astronomically expensive—wilderness landscape. His gardens were old-fashioned, and a duchess would consider redesigning them just one of the exorbitant projects she was entitled to undertake.

         The indignant trout came to mind, thrashing his heart out to preserve his freedom.

         “The young ladies invited to this house party will exhaust themselves trying to gain my notice,” Julian said. So would their mamas, if the gathering ran true to tiresome form. “Glenys will also have to invite a suitable number of bachelors. That suggests I can turn the gathering to a more worthy purpose.”

         “Where young ladies gather, there are also chaperones, widowed mamas, and other delights. Is that the more worthy purpose you refer to?”

         “Your imagination suffers a sad want of variety, my friend.”

         “A sad want of variety characterizes your social life,” Radnor countered. “You’re suggesting that Lady Glenys’s attempt to find you a duchess will end in her ladyship’s own engagement?”

         Radnor was a quick study, for all his cheerfulness. “Precisely. Glenys should have chosen a husband five years ago.” Though how much more bleak would the past five years have been, without her company and good humor?

         “Lady Glenys will doubtless have a score of offers by the end of the first week,” Radnor said. “No man with any sense tarries in London during the heat of summer, and the daughters of dukes—much less lovely, sensible, gracious daughters of dukes—are rare marital prizes.”

         Julian ignored the wistful quality of Radnor’s compliment, just as Glenys ignored every flirtation and lure Radnor pitched at her.

         “My sister will have offers, and I shall ensure one of them is the right offer. The solution is clear: We must make a list.”

         The marquess stopped and set the end of his pole on the ground. “Not another list.”

         “Organization and determination have bested many a challenge,” Julian retorted, without breaking stride. “Glenys has sent out her invitations. I’ll simply send out a few of my own.”

         On the remaining half-mile hike to the castle, Julian suggested names, all of which Radnor took exception to. This man was a gambler, though handsome. That one had a solid fortune, but no sense of humor.

         “Why don’t you offer for her?” Julian asked, as they approached the back of the castle.

         “You are hopeless, Haverford. One doesn’t offer unless the lady has expressed a desire for one’s company. I’m Lady Glenys’s spare project. When she tires of managing you and Griffin, she manages me. It’s…sweet and vexing as hell.”

         “Rather like marriage, I suppose.”

         The sweet part was tempting. Julian was thirty-six years old, and yet the dukedom could not at present afford a duchess. She loomed in Julian’s future as a reward for years of hard work and self-discipline, and by God, he would choose carefully and well when finances permitted him that indulgence.

         Across the back terrace, a table had been set for the midday meal. Lady Glenys occupied one of three chairs beneath the white canopy, and busied herself arranging a pot of daisies in the center of the table.

         “If you think to distract me with a picnic, Glenys, think again,” Julian said, brushing a kiss to her cheek. “We are not through discussing this house party of yours.”

         She shared the height, dark hair, and swooping eyebrows that had been a hallmark of the St. Davids for generations. Her eyes were hazel, while Julian’s were green, and this for some reason made her jealous.

         At present those hazel eyes were turned on him in a transparent facsimile of innocence. “Dock my pin money, if you must, Haverford. I am determined to have my way in this, and nobody is more determined than a St. David. Radnor, apologies for mentioning finances before a guest.”

         Nobody was more determined than a St. David duke, but even he couldn’t put on a respectable house party with mere pin money.

         “Now I’m a guest,” Radnor said, bowing over Glenys’s proffered hand, “after having run tame in this castle since I was in dresses. I’m onto your tricks, my lady. You’re summoning half the unmarried women in England to fawn over your brother, when in fact, it’s my matrimonial prospects that will be imperiled. Not well done of you.”

         Glenys snatched her hand back, pink staining her cheeks. “Haverford, please dispense with those fish. Elfryd, see to the sporting accoutrements.”

         The footman stationed by the buffet stepped forward to take the rods and the wicker basket holding the morning’s catch. Julian washed his hands in the basin provided, and Radnor did likewise.

         As Julian reached for a towel, Radnor flicked water at his face, a taunt they’d been exchanging since childhood. Julian passed Radnor the towel rather than retaliate.

         They weren’t boys, and would never be boys again.

         Over beef pastry and mashed potatoes, Glenys launched into a discourse on the best preparation of estate trout for a buffet. The topic left Julian bilious. If Glenys had her way, he’d be hooked, landed, and filleted by the conclusion of her infernal party.

         He complimented her ideas, and mentally refined the list of bachelors he’d recruit to distract her ladyship from her matchmaking. He also created a sub-list of young ladies who might suit Radnor, who had depths beyond his charm.

         Lists, plans, budgets, and unwavering attention to detail were slowly but surely bringing the Haverford finances to rights, and they would see Julian through this farce of a house party as well.

         He would make sure of it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Shoot me,” Charlotte Windham moaned. “Please, if you have any love for me at all, take out the coach pistol and end my torment.”

         “I could read to you, Charl,” Elizabeth Windham replied from the coach’s backward-facing seat. “Everybody is taxed by long journeys.”

         Charlotte sprawled on the opposite seat, one foot braced on the floor, one hand on her middle. “I am not taxed, I am dying. Why did nobody warn me that the roads in Wales are instruments of torture?”

         Elizabeth put her copy of Childe Harold aside. “It’s not the roads making you ill, it’s probably the ale you had at the last inn.”

         Charlotte was pale, dyspeptic, and had stopped to visit the bushes three times in the last five miles. Thank goodness, bushes were in generous supply in this part of Wales. Aunt Arabella had chosen to ride in the second coach with the ladies’ maids, so that “poor Charlotte” had room to stretch out on the bench.

         “I look a fright,” Charlotte said, “and I feel worse than I look. A lady isn’t supposed to perspire, much less cast up her accounts, much less—dear God, have we arrived?”

         The coach had turned up a long drive shaded on both sides by towering oaks. In deference to Charlotte’s condition, progress was stately.

         Haverford Castle was—unlike many buildings referred to as castles—splendidly regal. Crenellated turrets stood at either end of a golden façade five stories tall, and the circular drive curved around a fountain that sprayed water twenty feet into the air. Potted salvia adorned a raised front terrace and circled the fountain, creating red, white, and green splashes of color against the stonework.

         “Haverford owns all this?” Charlotte asked, sitting up to peer out the window. “Moreland isn’t half so grand.”

         “Moreland is probably two centuries more modern. You’re at death’s door, so what do you care?”

         “I feel a miraculous revival coming on,” Charlotte said, straightening her skirts. “Or I might presently. Ye gods, I shall never drink another drop of ale.”

         The coach lurched forward, and Charlotte’s pallor became more marked.

         “Lie back down,” Elizabeth said. “The bushes are disobligingly sparse along this drive.”

         Charlotte subsided to the bench. “I’m to be humiliated before all of society, dragged from the coach in a state of obvious ill health. Perhaps I will die in Mama’s homeland, and out of guilt, Papa will grant you the spinsterdom you long for.”

         “Spinsterdom is not a word. If you die, may I have your mare?” Perhaps teasing might hurry along Charlotte’s miraculous recovery.

         “Cousin Devlin has prior claim on my horse. You may have my jewels.”

         “You have the same pearls and pins I do.”

         Charlotte put her wrist to her brow. “I yield my entire treasure to you. Please have the coach circle around to the back of the castle. I cannot appear before the most eligible bachelors in the realm looking like some cupshot chamber maid.”

         Vanity was a reassuring sign when a sister professed to be expiring. “I’ll get you up to a bedroom, and nobody will think you’re anything but travel weary.”

         “I must write to Mama of the foul brew served to the unsuspecting in her homeland. Rest assured the Welsh bachelors have lost ground in the race to offer for my hand. Such misery would never befall me in England.”

         As the coach lumbered along the drive, Elizabeth made out a sculpture of a rampant gryphon at the center of the fountain. Bright afternoon sunshine combined with the fountain’s mist to create a shimmering rainbow over the creature.

         Maybe Mama was right when she claimed that Wales was enchanted.

         “We’re almost there, Charlotte.” Despite the magical fountain, Elizabeth felt nearly as dyspeptic as Charlotte appeared. House parties were the consolation rounds for debutantes who’d failed to secure a marriage proposal during the season. For Elizabeth, house parties were a special purgatory.

         A woman who remained unmarried despite a decade of seasons wasn’t quite a spinster, but she was so far from a debutante as to be a different species of female altogether.

         The coach swayed to a halt, and Charlotte pressed a wrinkled handkerchief to her lips. The vehicle rocked as footmen climbed down, then the door opened and the steps were unfolded.

         “I suppose I must move,” Charlotte muttered.

         “I can have the footmen carry you,” Elizabeth replied. Charlotte was nearly gray about the mouth.

         “Oh, the ignominy. Dragged to the door like some hapless sparrow in the clutches of a tomcat—”

         “Our hostess approaches,” Elizabeth said, rising to accept a footman’s hand. “I’ll explain, and you’ll produce a ladylike swoon.”

         Technically, Lady Glenys was their host’s unmarried sister, though thank a benevolent providence, nobody had to explain Charlotte’s malady to Haverford himself. Dukes, in Elizabeth’s experience, did not deal well with life’s most unglamorous realities.

         A delicate bunch, dukes. Marquesses and earls weren’t much sturdier.

         “Miss Windham.” Lady Glenys bobbed a curtsy. “I’ve been anticipating the pleasure of your company in particular. Are Lady Pembroke and Miss Charlotte with you?”

         “Charlotte is somewhat the worse for the journey,” Elizabeth said. “Her digestion has grown tentative over these last few miles. Our aunt is traveling in the second coach.”

         Charlotte peeked out, gripping both sides of the coach door. A hapless sparrow would have been more attractive than the pale, bedraggled creature blinking in the bright sunlight.

         “My heavenly stars,” Lady Glenys said. “You poor dear. I am so sorry you’re feeling not quite the thing. We’ll have you up to your rooms in no time.”

         Charlotte tottered from the coach, a footman assisting on one side, Elizabeth on the other. “I’d curtsy, but I’ve no desire to end up face down on your cobbles.”

         “Hush, dear,” Elizabeth murmured, as Lady Glenys took a step back. “We’ll simply follow her ladyship into the castle, and find you a nice, soft, private place to settle yourself.”

         The footmen stepped away, hands behind their backs. Lady Glenys looked torn between distress and sympathy, and Charlotte hung heavily on Elizabeth’s arm.

         “Can you walk to the door?” Elizabeth asked.

         Charlotte glanced up at the crenellated façade, her expression grim. “If I must.”

         Why would nobody offer aid? Grooms held teams for two coaches and a landau behind the Windham coach, while Lady Glenys wrung her hands.

         “Come along,” Elizabeth said, tucking an arm around Charlotte’s waist. “It’s not far, and you’re a Windham.”

         Bootsteps crunched to Elizabeth’s left, and then Charlotte’s weight was plucked away.

         “Allow me to aid the lady,” said a tall gentleman in riding attire. “I apologize for presuming, but I’m guessing a bad batch of Merlin Jones’s summer ale is to blame. Lady Glenys, which bedroom?”

         He smelled of horses and hayfields, his boots were dusty, and his dark hair was less than tidy. Charlotte’s rescuer had the steady gaze of a man who solved problems with common sense and hard work. He held her as if striding about with a full grown woman in his arms was part of his daily routine.

         “Take her to the east tower,” Lady Glenys replied. “Both Miss Windham and Miss Charlotte are in the Dovecote.”

         Charlotte looked to be enjoying her first convincing ladylike swoon.

         “Miss Windham,” the man said. “If you’ll join us?”

         He had green eyes framed with dramatic dark brows, and his expression held no flirtation, no suggestion of humor at Charlotte’s expense. Sober and steady when sober and steady were desperately needed.

         “My thanks,” Elizabeth said, falling in step beside him. “Who is this Merlin Jones?” And who are you?

         “He’s the innkeeper at the nearest coaching inn, and known to occasionally mix up a bad batch of summer ale. Because he serves the suspect brew only to those traveling on, he’s not held accountable for his mistakes.”

         Charlotte’s rescuer spoke with the lilting diction of the educated Welshman, and even carrying Charlotte up a grand curved staircase, his strength was not taxed. Something about the angle of the gentleman’s jaw suggested Mr. Jones would be held accountable this time.

         “The Dovecote is one of the tower suites,” he said. “The views are lovely, and you’re close to both the family wing and the guest wing. If the apartment is not to your liking, I’m sure Lady Glenys can see to other arrangements.”

         He was local, then, a neighbor, cousin, or close friend of the family. Was he a guest at the house party?

         “I’m sure the accommodations will be fine. Charlotte, how are you feeling?”

         “A little better,” she said, lashes fluttering. “What a lovely castle.”

         “Haverford Castle can be cold as the devil’s root cellar in winter,” the gentleman replied. “This is your suite.”

         He carried Charlotte straight into a circular chamber graced with three windows. The walls were more than two feet thick, the plaster a mellow cream. A lone red rose stood in a crystal vase on the sideboard.

         The gentleman set Charlotte on a tufted sofa and regarded her, his hands on his hips. In his dusty boots and with a streak of dirt on one sleeve of his riding jacket, he might have been a steward assessing a heifer gone off her feed.

         “Fresh air, I think,” he said, wrestling two of the windows open. The latches screeched in protest, but the breeze was heavenly. He knelt before the sideboard and opened a cupboard. “At the risk of being indelicate, you might also need this.”

         He rose, holding a porcelain basin painted with daffodils.

         “At the risk of being pathetic,” Elizabeth replied, taking the basin, “we thank you. You are very kind, sir.”

         Though not exactly proper. Why didn’t the fellow introduce himself?

         “Haverford is known for its hospitality as well as its library,” he said. “Shall I send the housekeeper to have a look at you, Miss Charlotte? I must warn you that some of her remedies bear results that make Merlin’s bad ale look like meadow tea.”

         “I’ve brought a few tisanes,” Elizabeth said. “Charlotte will come right with time, quiet, and rest.”

         Charlotte’s ailment also provided the perfect excuse for missing the first night’s buffet, a cheering thought when Childe Harold was the alternative.

         The gentleman bowed. “I’ll leave you then, ladies. A footman is on duty at all times at the top of the main staircase, and will alert the kitchen should you need anything. Welcome to Haverford.”

         Elizabeth dipped a curtsy, and then took the place beside Charlotte when the gentleman had quietly closed the door on his way out. He was a handsome specimen, in a mature, un-fancy way.

         A bit short on charm though. “Shall you live, Charl?”

         “I’ve been carried to my boudoir in the arms of a duke,” Charlotte said, flopping against the back of the sofa. “I’m not sure I can bear the strain such an honor has put on my maidenly nerves.”

         “That was His Grace of Haverford?”

         Charlotte began unbuttoning her cuffs. “I stood up with him for a minuet three years ago. Doubtless, he’d be pining for me still if he’d bother to recall the occasion.”

         Elizabeth set the basin on the low table. “I am certain you’ve been his elusive dream all this time. What sort of duke fails to introduce himself?”

         “One focused on aiding a damsel in distress. I was truly having a bad moment. Did you bring any peppermint tea with you?”

         Alas for His Grace, if Charlotte was more interested in peppermint tea than the duke’s manly attributes.

         “Mama sent along practically everything but henbane and eye of newt. I’ll find a footman to fetch us hot water and a tray. Do you suppose the bedroom is up those stairs?”

         Steps curved along the portion of the wall that lacked a window. Like the furniture, chandelier, sconces, and upholstery, the bannister was in the elegant, refined style of the last century.

         “I’ll have a look,” Charlotte said, “but unhook me and unlace me before you go, lest I expire for want of air.”

         Elizabeth obliged, then went in search of a footman. Upon inspection, Haverford Castle was all of a piece, its decorative scheme reminiscent of the grander styles and more elaborate flourishes of a bygone era.

         Plaster cherubs smiled down from intricate molding, old-fashioned Sèvres vases held single blooms in the occasional windowsill. The floors were polished wood, which was fine for keeping down the dust, but doubtless contributed to the castle’s winter chill.

         All very orderly and understated, of which Elizabeth approved. She was orderly and understated herself, on her good days. Though when she considered what she’d seen of the castle and what she’d seen of its owner, she admitted that this house party hadn’t started off like any of the others she’d endured.

         No bowing, fortune-hunting bachelors, no effusive greetings from women who secretly wished Elizabeth to the Antipodes merely because Papa was titled.

         But one handsome, healthy duke with green eyes and a practical streak. What a pity Elizabeth hadn’t met him ten years earlier, when she’d still believed fairy tales could come true somewhere other than the pages of a storybook.
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