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Blurb

	When her parents were killed in a carriage accident, young Emily Dancy attempts to save herself from the clutches of her hateful, adopted uncle and guardian. She manages to escape from him and finds employment as governess to the Earl of Leathem’s ward. She is to help the untutored, countrified girl into marriage-worthy. By the same token, she hopes to be safe until she reaches her majority and can claim an inheritance.

	Gavin Fielding, is made guardian of a young female in an unknown person’s will. As a firm bachelor he needs help, and he hires Emily to teach his ward what she must know to be launched onto London’s Marriage Mart. Somewhat intrigued by the young governess, he asks his aunt to sponsor his ward’s debut by adding her consequence. Lady Parcells breaks her ankle and can’t get around to help, so Gavin has to change his plans. He offers a marriage bargain to Lilianne’s governess.

	Emily is saved from her nasty, adopted uncle when he is arrested and jailed as a spy.

	The marriage bargain also would help the earl’s problem.

	Meanwhile, dark forces work again the couple as they attempt to stay one step ahead of danger and yet, keep from falling in love.

	Dedication

	This novel and all of my other books are dedicated to my handsome husband, Bill—a true knight in shining armor. My love, you will always be my perfect hero.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1

	London

	Early 1813

	“WHAT can I help you with, Miss Dancy?”

	Gavin Fielding, Earl of Leathem, rested his buttocks against the front edge of his mahogany desk. Wearing tight, doeskin breeches, one leg swung back and forth rhythmically in a highly-polished, leather boot.

	“My lord,” Emily Dancy began. She spoke slowly as she stepped farther into his study. “I-I expect you saw the article in the Tattler.”

	He squinted at the governess he had recently hired for his ward. The young woman moved gracefully. Sunlight streamed through the uncovered windows of his study and highlighted her figure. She was slender but her womanly curves were apparent beneath the dowdy gown. She was also blessed with intriguing eyes. They glittered with a light shade of blue, almost iridescent in their brilliance, and fringed by thick, sable lashes. A bun of ebony hair nestled against her nape. Several large tortoiseshell hairpins anchored it. A few dark wisps escaped, curling forward on her ears.

	Gavin nodded at her silently with agreement. He noted her lips when she spoke. They looked ripe. Perhaps, for a lover’s kiss. Either that or she had been biting on them, because they appeared ruby-colored and somewhat puffy. For no reason at all, he wondered idly if she had ever been kissed. The thought jolted him. Why in the world should he suddenly have such carnal thoughts about his ward’s governess?

	For chrisakes, he was touching forty. Four decades. A confirmed widower during half of those years, he had been comfortable with his lifestyle, until a new, unwanted responsibility was unexpectedly thrust upon him, one he was honor bound to accept when he was designated guardian to an unknown, young female, no less. He knew right off he was out of his depth. So he had resolved his dilemma quickly, he hoped, by hiring a governess.

	Gavin watched Emily Dancy approach him. She had never before asked to speak in private with him. Shoulders pulled straight, she stood facing him, her normally smooth brow was furrowed. Was she worried about being sacked? If that were the case, he would reassure her immediately. He hired her to help launch his ward onto London’s Marriage Mart, and he wouldn’t dismiss her for anything but a very grievous wrongdoing.

	Gavin knew little about his ward and less about the woman he employed. Emily Dancy seemed young, and he had been concerned about her age. But since he received only one inquiry to his Times ad, he offered the position to her. He sensed a maturity in her that made up for her youthful appearance. He also realized he’d found her attractive, even in those dowdy clothes.

	Nevertheless, Miss Dancy would leave, mission accomplished when he located a suitable husband for Lilianne. He would pay the young woman handsomely for her time and, as before, he would again have Fielding House to himself.

	Gavin forced his attention back to his ward’s governess waiting quietly before him. He realized his thoughts had been wandering. She just asked him something, had she not?

	Gavin’s mind quickly shifted from what he was thinking to the current problem facing him. First, he must reassure her. “Come now, Miss Dancy, your surname is hardly uncommon. And I dare say there are many English citizens who care nothing about what they read in today’s scandal sheet. Even if the person cited there bears your identical surname.” Clearing his throat, Gavin went on. “I agree you must not like seeing your name bandied about in that tabloid, and I can well understand that.”

	“Err, no, my lord, but you see, Eustace Dancy is my adopted uncle.” Emily never told the earl about Eustace and his despicable background during their interview.

	Gavin’s dark eyebrows arched somewhat with surprise, but he continued. “Hmm…Well, yes, I can see that might concern you. But I assure you not all of London gives a fig about the scoundrel or what he is accused of until he’s shown to be guilty.”

	Gavin peered more closely at Emily. He wasn’t going to send Lilianne’s governess packing because of her adopted uncle’s problems. “Ahh then,” Gavin said, sliding his buttocks along the polished edge of his desk. “Is there any doubt in your mind, Miss Dancy, about what I just said? I recall you forgot to mention those facts when we first talked, but it doesn’t make a great difference to me. Now, tell me. How has your uncle impacted your life?”

	*

	Emily’s heart raced. Her bloodless knuckles clenched pale against her drab-colored gown. She had waited anxiously upon facing him. Would the earl sack her if he had, indeed, read the Tattler this morning? She had filched the news rag after a servant placed it in the trash bin.

	“I read the article,” she confessed stoically, “and it was a real shock to me.” Her voice was strained, but her words were precise. “I learned my relative was charged with crimes against the King and the government.” Emily paused and drew in a long breath, forcing her hands to unclench. “It is not something I can deny, my lord. Eustace Dancy is my relative, so I must acknowledge the connection.

	“And I happen to know he’s a black-hearted devil…my father’s adopted older brother,” she reconfirmed.

	“And he had an impact on my life. I was placed in the custody of the blackest sheep ever born onto this earth. No one came to save me from him. A dog would have made a better guardian…I confess I never liked him.”

	Perhaps, she shouldn’t have said too much, but she responded with strict candor.

	And if the truth were known, I’d scream long and loud just how much I hate my Uncle Eustace.

	“My grandparents found my uncle as a child in London and adopted him. When my parents were killed, I learned my father made him my guardian in his will. I soon found that Eustace wished to be rewarded as my guardian. You see, my lord, I am due an inheritance of some sort. Eustace pressed me to tell him my natal day. To tell the truth, I don’t know it, because it never mattered to me if I knew my birth date”

	“Forgive my poor manners, Miss Dancy, but your story seems rather complicated. So please, sit down”

	“I suppose it is, my lord. Thank you.” Emily sighed and lowered herself into the chair facing his desk.

	Gavin ambled toward the window wall. “Do go on, Miss Dancy, I’m listening.” He turned his back and gazed onto his Mayfair garden.

	“I received a letter from my parents’ solicitor soon after Eustace brought me to London. A Mr. Percy Grafton enclosed a small amount of money with the letter. My uncle had never given me any money of my own. But once or twice, if I were lucky, I’d find a loose coin lying around. I hid them in my mattress. I wrote Mr. Grafton back and begged him not to tell my uncle about my inheritance. Of course, Eustace discovered I wrote Mr. Grafton. In his return letter the lawyer said my uncle was entitled to a monthly stipend because he was my guardian.” Emily held her breath for a moment and then exhaled. “My uncle was away the day you hired me,” she went on. “I never knew where he went.” Emily smiled grimly. “Maybe he was out spying.”

	Gavin twisted around to look over his shoulder. “You didn’t tell him you came here seeking employment?”

	“No, of course, not.”

	“Hmm, that brings up a problem.” Gavin faced back toward the young woman. “Well,” he hesitated, “never mind that for now. You mentioned an inheritance. Do you know who is in charge of it, Miss Dancy?”

	“I believe Mr. Grafton is. He lives in Kent,” she said. Her silvery eyes appeared awash with unshed tears, but she quickly rubbed fingers across them and continued with the rest of her story. “When you employed me, I packed my things, sneaked away again, and came here while my uncle was away. I’m sure he was furious when he returned and found me gone.”

	“Any guardian worth his salt would definitely be angry if you disappeared without telling him.” Gavin coughed, wondering what he’d do if Lilianne decamped on him.

	“Well, I’m glad that my uncle is locked up. Now he can’t drag me back to that awful hovel of his.” Looking up at the earl, Emily murmured, “I cannot tell you how grateful I am that you hired me, Lord Leathem.”

	An odd expression flitted across Gavin’s face. “Yes, Miss Dancy, but you present me with a rather unique problem.”

	Emily’s heart raced faster, noting the earl’s perplexed frown. What if he let her go? Where could she go? She scarcely knew her way around London, she knew no one, and had no place to stay. Her hands began to quiver.

	“Besides your…err…connection with your uncle. As I recall, you never told me he was your guardian. Therefore, I never thought to request his permission to hire you.” The earl met her gaze straight on.

	“He would never have allowed it—” She halted in mid-sentence.

	“Nevertheless, I must give this matter some thought, Miss Dancy.” Leathem’s mobile lips twitched. “But perhaps there may be a way around it since your uncle is currently unavailable and locked up.”

	Emily never planned to divulge so much of her background to the earl, but somehow the words had tumbled out of her mouth. Leathem was a far cry from Eustace and his lowlife comrades. And…he was Lilianne’s guardian, too. Spilling her life’s story to him almost made her feel safe. Instinctively, she trusted him. Perhaps if she begged him to let her stay on…but no…that she wouldn’t do. Somehow, she would manage. And besides, she hadn’t told him everything.

	The earl was silent until he asked, “Did you speak with your uncle since you ducked out on him? Before he was arrested, I mean?”

	“He found me a few days before he was arrested. Somehow, he found out where I went. I received a note from him here demanding that I meet him.”

	*

	Gavin peered more closely at Emily who sat huddled in the armchair, staring at the room’s Persian carpet, her arms hugging her sides. She looked very young—and quite vulnerable. Gavin’s heart skipped a beat or two. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, he had an urge to reach out and take her into his arms. Assure her things would be fine. She would be fine. She looked lost…and bewildered.

	How can I keep her here without seeking Dancy’s permission? By all common sense, I should send her away. Find someone else to be Lilianne’s governess.

	He heard Emily sigh audibly. Her chin rested atop the tiny buttons fastening the front of her gown. He couldn’t help himself. He pictured that dowdy gown spread open to display her creamy breasts, his mind giving him an even worse dilemma.

	What the devil is wrong with me?

	“I thought I escaped Eustace, my lord, but…”

	Silence descended upon them during the lull in conversation. Gavin waited, struggling to suppress the carnal images flying through his head.

	Her crystalline eyes probed his dark gaze. “When I received a message from Eustace, I was terrified that he knew where I was and felt certain he’d drag me back.”

	Still suppressing his randy thoughts, Gavin said nothing.

	Emily swallowed. She had no inkling about what was going on in Leathem’s mind. Instead, she doggedly continued. “I prayed my uncle would forget about me, and let me be. Then I heard from him again. I thought it best that I meet with him—tell him to his face that I never wanted to see him again. Tell him I had secured employment and I didn’t need him.”

	Frowning more deeply, Gavin muttered, “Tell me the rest of it, Miss Dancy.”

	“As you wish, my lord.” Emily drew in a shortened breath. “My uncle ordered me to meet him at a tearoom near Piccadilly. When I got there, he demanded money. I told him I earned only a small wage and had nothing extra to give him.” She glanced up at Leathem. “That wasn’t true, my lord.” Emily blushed. “You’ve been more than generous.”

	“Fine. Go on. Finish it.”

	She spilled the rest of her tale of woe into his ears. “Well, my uncle…he didn’t believe me.” She pressed her lips tight together, avoiding the earl’s earnest gaze. “He said I lied. And then he cursed. He said I was young and pretty and…and since you didn’t have a wife…you must have hired me for reasons other than as a governess.”

	Gavin’s eyes blazed with dark fire, his nostrils flaring wide with notable, aristocratic disgust. “Blast him! He’s a bloody liar!” Leathem’s sneer was evident by his blatant curse. Immediately, he controlled himself. “Miss Dancy, forgive my foul language. I deeply regret that a scumbag like Eustace Dancy happens to be your guardian.”

	“Oh, my lord, I agree!” Emily hurried on, color tinting her cheeks pink. “But there isn’t anything I can do about it!”

	The earl’s temper burned so hot that for several minutes he was at a loss of words. His outburst pushed him turning toward the windows a second time. More curse words spit out under his breath while his back was turned. He faced her again, finally. “Had you considered the bastard might approach me? Ask me to pay him for his slander?”

	Shrinking deeper into the chair, Emily twisted her fingers together in her lap. “Oh! I never thought…I never guessed what he might do. But I didn’t give him any money.” She shook her head and kept quiet. Silence in the atmosphere was almost deafening, bubbling with tension.

	At last, Emily blurted, “All I can tell you is that Eustace stomped out of the shop and left me to pay for our tea!”

	The earl faced Emily. His stormy expression had changed. His tone was incisive, under control and calm. “In all likelihood your uncle planned to leave Town before he knew he was suspect,” Gavin stated firmly. “Obviously, he didn’t succeed.”

	“My lord, what concerns me is that your hiring me may damage your reputation.”

	“You’re worried about me?” Gavin’s slashing, black eyebrows quirked upward. Incredulity gleamed from beneath his lashes.

	“Yes. I know what can happen. Unfair gossip spreads whether it is true or not.” Emily’s spine straightened. Courageously, she leaned forward and continued. “It’s only right and proper, Lord Leathem, that I hand you my resignation and leave now—”

	Gavin started toward her, glaring down at her upturned face. “Give me notice, will you? What the devil are you thinking, Miss Dancy?” Without further thought, he spat out, “Well, think again! I won’t accept it!”

	Another step and he was looming above her, his expression quite intimidating. Quickly realizing what he’d said, he adjusted his irate tone. “I meant to ask…why in God’s name would you leave? Don’t you like it here? Or is it because you don’t like me?”

	Tall and dark, Gavin scarcely gave Emily a chance to reply. He grumbled on. “Perhaps, I haven’t been friendly enough?” He paused, still frowning. “I may not have been,” he scoffed, his forehead smoothing, “because I didn’t interfere with your methods or lessons while tutoring Lilianne.” Still exasperated, he hissed in air through taut lips and added a few more rhetorical questions. “Is it my ward? Has she done something that oversets you?” Gavin clenched his fists beside his lean hips, still staring down at Emily.

	She grasped the arms of the chair and scooted her buttocks farther back because of Leathem’s intimidating stance.

	“My lord—”

	“Answer me,” the earl snapped, his irritation showing. “I want a very good reason for your leaving!” Bewildered by her unexpected resignation, and not thinking rationally, Gavin leaned down and grasped the girl’s chin between a thumb and index finger, tilting her face up. When he stared into those incredible crystal eyes, something powerful plowed into him. Raw—unmitigated—lust. Potent. And unexpected. All of it unwelcome. A spurt of heat traveled from his fingertips to his unruly male anatomy as he caressed the soft skin of her face.

	God help me, this nonsense has to cease!

	The earl realized he’d made a terrible mistake. He jerked fingers off Emily’s chin; he could just as easily have grabbed a hot poker. Regaining his composure, he backed away.

	“I’ll ask you again. Why are you doing this? I need a good reason.”

	Emily had flinched and ducked away from the earl’s fingers. “My reasons are quite reasonable,” she replied. “First because of Lilianne. Her come out may be damaged if it’s learned I’m her governess and the ton linked my surname with my uncle’s. Rumors will follow. And if Eustace is found guilty, it will reflect upon me as his niece. I will be termed unsuitable. And by association, Lilianne may be found unsuitable as well.” Emily lowered her gaze. “My uncle could have spread ugly falsehoods about you and me already, my lord.”

	“What? What the devil are you saying?”

	Emily drew in a determined breath. “My father was an upstanding citizen in our village, my lord. My uncle was not. He was not even likable. Since he knows you hired me, he may be wicked enough to spread gossip—as revenge on me because I ran off.”

	“That’s a lot of dribble, Miss Dancy. The innuendoes you mention will never be believed!” The earl pounced on her words like a Russian bear, disallowing her reasoning. “Ton members do love ferreting out skeletons in a man’s personal closet. If you must know, they’ve done so in mine. But it no longer bothers me.”

	Gavin’s bride had cuckolded him early in their marriage. He surprised Elise and her lover, half naked in Four Towers’ stable loft. Later, it was known that Leathem was at Parliament when she and her lover broke into his strongbox and absconded with the earl’s heirloom jewels. Gavin learned the pair tried to swim their horses across a raging stream during a torrential thunderstorm. His wife’s lifeless body was brought back to Four Towers and buried in the family plot. The groom was never found alive or dead. Neither were the jewels nor the funds purloined from the earl’s strongbox ever retrieved.

	London’s rumor mill had run riot, hinting that Leathem may have found an easy way to rid himself of an unfaithful bride. Rife with juicy gossip, the ton thrived on the scandal. It was Wrotham’s magistrate who declined the nasty rumor when he discovered Gavin was in London at the time and could not be the cause of his wife’s unfortunate demise.

	So if Miss Dancy was worried about gossip, Leathem wasn’t. “Let me explain something.” His tone sounded almost avuncular. “If you’ve heard about my reputation, I must confess it has never been lily-white. So don’t worry your head about me.”

	Emily kept her mouth shut.

	“London’s haute monde has nothing better to do than entertain themselves with the newest, juiciest tales of scandal or misbehavior.”

	Emily’s crystal eyes widened.

	The earl’s heavy brows twitched. “Damnation! Hold on! You’re still conjuring up the nasty rumors, aren’t you?”

	Emily vehemently shook her head.

	“Yes or no? What is it?” He bent closer.

	She glanced up at him, swiveling her head a second time.

	“Then what the devil is troubling you? I sense you’re not telling me everything, Miss Dancy. I am a lot wiser than you, so I demand to know what they are.”

	Emily’s cheeks blossomed ruddy with heat.

	Gavin’s slashing ebony eyebrows arched a little higher.

	“Ahem!” He huffed, clearing his throat. “Well then, if you won’t tell me, let me guess. One of my grooms mentioned what you and Lilianne do when in Hyde Park. As you said, ton gossip is a coiled snake dispersed by word of mouth from its most prolific members. I heard you chatted more than once with Sir Hector Kendall’s son. My mistaken opinion was that young Kendall’s interest lay with Lilianne. But I learned later it was you in which he was interested. Am I correct?”

	Emily’s cheeks blushed rosier.

	“Have you been seeing Kendall on the sly, Miss Dancy?”

	Emily replied almost immediately. “I met with Anthony Kendall, yes, my lord, but I don’t call it sneaking out. You said I may do what I please on my time off, isn’t that so?”

	“Of course, you may,” Gavin responded in the affirmative. “I simply wondered if Kendall is your suitor. Tell me. Is he?”

	Miss Dancy had been quick to take affront, and he couldn’t blame her since he was spying. He’d be left high and dry if she left his employ. Therefore, Gavin spoke more cautiously. “Forgive my unwarranted curiosity, but I wondered if wedding bells are in the offing?”

	“Wedding bells? Uh, no, my lord, nothing like that. Mr. Kendall has been out of town, but I shall—”

	Gavin interrupted. “Shall what? Meet with him soon again, hmm?” He paused. “That’s right. Today is your afternoon off, is it not, Miss Dancy?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“I’ve been party to a few secret trysts in my life, Miss Dancy.” A knowing chuckle rolled from the earl’s lips. Of course, it was quite possible young Kendall wasn’t toying with Emily Dancy’s affections. Perhaps, marriage was in the cards for them. She certainly was lovely enough to attract a young man’s fancy. But the earl was skeptical. He knew of Anthony Kendall’s rakish proclivities.

	The lust that surprised Gavin earlier had thrown him most disconcertingly for a loop, but it evaporated now. So, he asked quietly, “Will you be meeting Kendall today?”

	“Yes. I will. In a tearoom off Piccadilly. Strangely enough, it’s the same place where I met my uncle.”

	“Are you…interested in Kendall, Miss Dancy?”

	“I find I like him. I’ve met him a few times in the park. And, well, Mr. Kendall even mentioned a possible visit to his parents’ estate.” She glanced up at her employer’s deep set eyes. “But there has never been any promise made between us, my lord.”

	“Hmm…” Gavin murmured, his eyes glinting darkly. “I wonder how the Kendalls will react when they read the article in the Tattler. Kendall’s father is as pompous as all get out. And Kendall’s mother is just as straight-laced if I recall.” He blinked and looked away. “Never mind, Miss Dancy, I’ll have Jeffries drive you to your tryst. Save your coin. There’s no need to hire a hackney.”

	“Thank you, my lord, but I won’t inconvenience you. After the Tattler’s article, I dare not be seen in your fancy carriage. I may damage your consequence.”

	“Miss Dancy, please listen to me.” Reassuring words fell out of Leathem’s mouth. “Take advice with a grain of salt from someone who should know, hmm? If Kendall is fond of you, he should tell you right away not to worry, much the same way I did. It’s you he should be worrying about, not his consequence.”

	Gavin paused then, his chocolate-colored gaze boring into her blue orbs. “You’ll know soon enough if the article made a difference to Kendall or his high stickler parents.”

	Leathem felt a devilish urge to drag her up into his arms, comfort her, and hold her tight. Damnation, why had he felt that surge of lust during this last half hour? Emily Dancy must be half his age! He wasn’t a lecher—or a pervert! But he did manage to talk himself out of the desire that taunted him. He couldn’t—and wouldn’t—send her away! He needed her help with Lilianne. Afterward, he would be glad to see her leave.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	AN hour later, Emily wasn’t sure of anything.

	Again, the earl pressed use of his carriage on her, a crested lozenge on its doors, but she thanked him, and instead, hailed a hackney. On her way to meet Kendall, she mused on what the earl said. Should she wed Tony, they would surely be targeted by the ton’s gossipmongers because of her uncle. And, if tried and convicted, she would be part of the scandal when Eustace was either hanged or transported. A scandal like that would blacken Tony’s family’s reputation for years to come.

	She couldn’t let that happen.

	Anthony Kendall waited for Emily outside the teashop wearing a grim expression when he greeted her. Emily knew immediately that he’d read the Tattler’s article. Grasping Emily’s elbow a bit roughly, Tony hurried her into the tearoom.

	“I know people will talk, Tony,” Emily blurted out quickly when they entered, her heart fluttering like a wounded bird beneath her ribs.

	Without a word, Kendall escorted her to a table against the rear wall. He wasn’t smiling as he sat across from Emily. He ordered a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits without asking her.

	The skin on Emily’s nape prickled. She felt sure people were staring at her although they couldn’t know who she was. Were they whispering about the scandal? Telling herself it was nonsense, the feeling still crawled across her skin. She glanced at Tony trying to read his thoughts, but he didn’t meet her eyes.

	Finally, he looked directly at her. “Yes, people will talk. It happens in polite society.” Without further ado, he went on. “My parents and I were truly shocked when we read the article in today’s Tattler.”

	Emily smiled weakly. Would Tony let her explain? He must know this wasn’t her fault. Eustace was the only bad apple on her family tree, so things should be fine between them. Nevertheless, she cringed inwardly.

	Tony stared out through the shop’s windows until he snapped his attention back to her. “The damned article couldn’t have come at a worse time. It gave me a very nasty turn. But I was duty bound to pass it along to my parents.”

	Emily was sure her heart had stopped beating. He’d never once called her by name. His expression, his tone, his words, the spark that began between them days ago in Hyde Park—seemed to have flickered and died.

	Tony continued, “I made some decisions this morning.”

	Oh God, maybe he is going to face the ton’s gossipmongers after all.

	“The circumstances…” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Put a new light on things.”

	“Yes, I know, Tony,” she interrupted him. “But if you will allow me to—”

	“No, you needn’t explain. It’s best that we…err…what I meant to say is…that we need to put things off a bit, eh? Not be seen together. Not until things blow over.”

	“Put things off?”

	Emily’s throat dried up. She almost choked on her words. But she swallowed and posed a question of her own. “You mean my possible visit to your parents. Am I correct?”

	“Yes, of course, that’s what I mean. I postponed your visit—”

	Emily felt slightly breathless, as if she were punched in the stomach. Her gloved fingers lay clenched in her lap. She felt color draining from her cheeks. She hoped she wouldn’t swoon. That would be ridiculous. So, she staunchly drew in a deep breath instead and waited for Tony to reassure her. But his stoic silence remained intact. Her mind floundered like a fish in shallow waters. Across from him, she blinked as if impaled by a fishhook. She jerked her eyes away from him. Right now, she wanted nothing better than exit the teashop before tears leaked out and embarrassed her. But she hesitated. Perhaps she gave up too soon. Possibly, she misunderstood him, hoping against hope that she didn’t really take in what he meant.

	“I don’t believe I can cancel my holiday, Tony,” she began again. “Lord Leathem and Lilianne plan a visit to his aunt, so now is the ideal time for my visit to your parents.”

	It had been a flagrant untruth, of course. She never asked for time off. Not yet, and certainly, not today.

	“Perhaps in a few months those people of consequence in Town will have forgotten Eustace Dancy’s name and yours.”

	It’s so odd hearing excuses I would have expressed to cancel my visit. The words popped out of Tony’s mouth before I had a chance to say them.

	Kendall’s bald excuses hurt Emily deeply, believe it or not.

	“I’m sorry,” Tony was saying. “We can’t meet again until scandal about your uncle is forgotten.”

	Stunned into silence, icy water splashing down on her couldn’t surprise her more. She waited for a deep breath to fill her lungs, pressing her spine against the chair back for support.

	Doggedly, Kendall went on. “You must agree this is best, don’t you, Miss Dancy?”

	Miss Dancy? What happened to Emily? We used first names before, but I detect a different meaning in his strained voice. Drat it! I won’t let him hurt me like this.

	Emily clutched her weakening composure about her and met him head on. “What I believe, Mr. Kendall,” she managed to say rather curtly, “is that you never planned for me to visit your parents. Not anytime soon at least. And perhaps never.”

	Tony’s sulky mouth tightened into a straight line. “Well, yes…I mean, no. Well, maybe I never mentioned visit. But I didn’t because, umm, I first needed to ask m’parents’ permission.” He coughed behind his hand, a deep blush tinting his smooth, shaved cheeks. “I never said you would be visiting them.”

	“I’m certain you never mentioned me at all!” Emily began to laugh, lightly at first, then louder and longer.

	“Here now,” Tony spouted, his brow wrinkling with a pronounced frown. “Drat it all! What is so funny?”

	Seconds after enduring an uncontrollable spate of giddiness, Emily finally sobered. “Nothing,” she replied. “Nothing at all.” Her lips twisted wryly, forcing down his painful betrayal. Instead, she blandly added a touch of sarcasm to her tone. “I’m afraid it’s nothing a man like you would understand.”

	Male resentment clouded his blue eyes. “Nothing? What do you mean? To what kind of man are you referring? Drat!” He responded and puffed out an exasperated breath between tight lips. “It’s times like this I don’t understand women at all,” he muttered.

	“Oh, do forgive me,” Emily retorted. “I was laughing at myself, not at you, Mr. Kendall. I was truly worried how to explain things to you, but then you took the words right out of my mouth. You see, I would never have allowed your sainted family to suffer from nasty gossip about a scandal caused by my family’s name.”

	Was he really that thick-headed? Didn’t he hear the sarcasm inherent in her scathing tone?

	“You need not worry, Mr. Kendall. Your name and your family’s reputation are quite safe. You see, I quite understand your problem.”

	Tony stared at her blankly. “You do?” He huffed out. His words sounded more confident now. “Well then—”

	“Let me repeat what I just said.” Emily spoke rather quickly. “I’m quite aware of your concern and also of your true feelings. It seems I was dead wrong about you.”

	She saw the sullen, little-boy-pout tightening his lips. And she noticed for the first time, a slight thickening of his cleanly shaved jaws above his collar and fancy-tied cravat. The rest of him would probably turn to flab, too, she thought, when he turned thirty. She remembered the many bored looks he gave her when she mentioned what interested her. He never’ listened to her overmuch. She knew now how full of himself, how petty and selfish he was, the prissy, arrogant, London dandy.

	Good heavens! I’m so glad to end this silly farce. How could I have been so mistaken?

	“Dear me,” Emily murmured, loud enough for him to hear. “I don’t know you very well. But enough not to waste quality time with you. So…shall we say our farewells right now?”

	“What are you saying, Emily?”

	Earlier, fleetingly, she had wondered if he would bring a ring with him. If he had, she would have torn it off her finger and flung it back at his handsome face. Maybe then he’d understand why their relationship had to end so badly.

	Good grief, was it still my task to make it crystal clear to this brainless, unfeeling cad.

	“Allow me to explain again.”

	Lacing her gloved fingers primly atop the tablecloth, she said, “It is my feeling that if I am not acceptable to your family now, Mr. Kendall, I never shall be. So, you see I agree with you. Quite readily. It is best we sever our…acquaintanceship…right now, right here. Why fool ourselves? We were never compatible. You and your family are lofty members of the ton. My mother was gentry, but you still would never wed a…penniless governess.”

	A different kind of smile twisted Emily’s full lips. “Believe it or not, sirrah, you are far too prissy and haughty for my taste. Too full of hidebound and bloody ancestral arrogance.” Her suppressed anger finally came to the fore. “Besides, you never amused me, Kendall. Honestly, you behave like a dry stick.” She winced inwardly. “I wanted more sincerity from you, too.” For a moment, she stopped and inhaled. “As being amused by you, well, I may have been for a moment or so now that I think about it.”

	Nevertheless, a twinge of sadness flashed through her, but she gallantly went on. “I daresay neither you nor I truly know yet what true love is, Mr. Kendall. I had hoped to find it with someone I could share everything. But I sought my Prince Charming in vain. I was fooled by a fairytale. I am sorry you were never my prince, nor my hero. It wasn’t meant to be. I know that now.” Emily’s passionate rant removed a heavy burden from her, one she hadn’t known she carried. She knew immediately Kendall never really cared for her.

	What kind of man did she really want to share her life? It came to her instinctively—a man she could give her love to with a full heart and soul. Out-of-the-blue, a sudden face sprang to mind—Leathem, the dark, handsome earl. Too bad he was completely unattainable—and well beyond her wild aspirations.

	She had, however, learned some new things about the earl today. Not about his aristocratic birth and upbringing, nor his title and wealth. Those things she already knew. So were his swarthy countenance and his masculine physique. But today, he had listened to her. And did so with unusual attentiveness and compassion. More than Kendall ever had.

	At first, she thought Leathem cool and standoffish. Today, however, they conversed somewhat like friends rather than employer and governess. She found him approachable, gentlemanly, relaxed, and concerned. Even likeable and caring. She never quite understood that one odd look from Leathem’s dark glance, a simmering spark that held her in thrall for several moments. It felt as if a kiss between them was inevitable but totally incomprehensible. She still wondered about it. It hadn’t been her imagination. Her heart had pumped a little faster during that interminable few seconds when their eyes locked and his fingertips grazed across her cheek. Pleasant shivers had skimmed over her skin.

	Shutting off thoughts about Leathem, Emily returned to her current problem. She must dismiss an unexpected heartache, and forget Kendall.

	“I believe we are done here, Mr. Kendall,” Emily stated, firmly. “Meeting you today was a terrible mistake.”

	“Emily…” A flush colored his pudgy cheeks. She discerned a whine in his voice as well when he said, “I dare say…what I mean was…err…it is simply not the proper time to spring a relationship out-of-the-blue upon my parents, that’s all. I didn’t mean—”

	Emily interrupted him abruptly, adding a lofty rejoinder. “I heard you loud and clear before, Mr. Kendall.” She spoke smoothly, even smiled. “I told you, I quite understand.”

	“Well then, you must agree I am being nothing but reasonable? I do have family to consider, you know. My father is a baron and—”

	“And my uncle…my adopted uncle…is a criminal accused of being a French spy who currently resides in the Tower of London.” She snapped back at him blithely. “The two don’t fit at all, do they? Not how I see it.” She arched an inquiring eyebrow at him. “As I see it, you are more worried about your family than you are about me or my feelings. So, you see, Mr. Kendall that suits me fine. You said something earlier, and I must agree with you. When one’s reputation is soiled, it will never be accepted by London’s ton. Not after three months or six months. And I s’pose I may never see favor in their eyes. When my uncle is found guilty, he will probably be hanged or transported. I will then be remembered as the niece of a convicted spy.”

	Emily shrugged her shoulders and went on. “Oh, but don’t let it bother you. I’ll face up to it, because I must. I know you better now, and I realize you don’t have the courage of a—a poor, little, miserable dormouse. Any emotion you may have felt for me was never strong enough when pitted against your parents’ wishes or challenged by London’s gossips. I need a true gallant knight in shining armor to stand up for me.”

	Tony jumped up from the table. “Well, if that’s how you feel—”

	Emily rose, matching his rigid stance and his scowling countenance. Tensing her shoulders, she raised her chin a notch higher. “I’m afraid I do.” Meeting Kendall’s gaze head on, her eyebrows arched haughtily. She spoke crisply with affirmation, her gaze sharp and unswerving. “I suggest we go our separate ways now—with no further acrimony, shall we?”

	Tony coughed once or twice, covering his lips with manicured fingers.

	Emily remained silent a few seconds longer. Then, with a tight smile, she suggested, “You had better see a physician about that cough, Mr. Kendall. I believe you may be coming down with something nasty.”

	Kendall looked at her askance, his expression doubtful. When he didn’t answer immediately, she said, “Well, good day and goodbye, Mr. Kendall.”

	Emily spun about and walked briskly away from the table. Stunned by the unexpected contretemps between herself and Kendall, she couldn’t believe what took place moments ago. She had scolded him point-by-point and fiercely—then left him to figure out what happened. She would never see him again, so it didn’t hurt as much as she thought it might.

	Tony watched Emily strut away from him, his lips hanging slightly open. For seconds he was flabbergasted and speechless, until he blurted, “Wait! Emily! Where are you going?”

	She blithely flung a curt reply over her shoulder at him. “Today is my free afternoon, Mr. Kendall. I’m going shopping.” She kept going, her steps quickening when she reached the street. She hailed a hackney and never looked back.

	And Anthony Kendall didn’t chase her.

	* * * *

	In the hackney, Emily’s heart still beat a little too fast, reminding her bruised ego that she was well rid of Anthony Kendall. He certainly accepted her decision fast enough! In her secret heart, she hoped for a different outcome. If only Tony had brushed her arguments aside. If only he told her connection with Eustace Dancy didn’t matter. If only he flatly refused to let her go, and said she needn’t worry.

	Sadly, Emily knew she was dreaming. Her wishful thinking was outrageous nonsense. She smiled wearily to herself, aware she should have known better. Staring out of the cab’s grimy window, she watched pedestrians rushing by on the busy walkway. How could she have been so in error about him? Obviously, he fooled her simply because she was countrified and trusting. And also, young and naïve. Kendall was her first experience at flirtation. But she vowed never again to be bamboozled by London’s males.

	Her pride had been damaged—rather painfully battered. She felt scarred and dismayed emotionally by what just happened. Not totally captured by his easy charm and good looks, she still might have fallen in love with Tony Kendall. Since their first encounter in Hyde Park, she felt attracted to him. Instead, he had turncoat and showed himself to be a selfish, uncaring cad, almost as unsavory and unworthy as her uncle. He would never be the fine gentleman the earl was. Her pride still stung, raw and hurtful, but she tried not to dwell upon it. Instead, she added Tony’s name to a mental list of forgettable males.

	She also reminded herself what the earl told her to watch for about a man’s true feelings. “Maturity alone doesn’t make a man or a woman wise,” he said. He was probably correct. After all, Leathem was years older and more astute than she.

	Meanwhile Emily had aged quickly during the past months, mostly because of Eustace. She should have expected foibles lurking in today’s world by now. My goodness, had she not almost reached the ripe age of twenty and one? She should have known better even though she had no intimate knowledge with men in London or elsewhere. Nor did she comprehend a nobleman’s role in London’s aristocratic world concerning truth, honor, and gallantry.

	Emily sighed. Thank goodness she could believe in a few other differences. Ones between men like her uncle and Kendall, opposed to ones like her father and the Earl of Leathem.

	She called for the cab to stop and stepped down, paid the jarvey and ambled along Regent Street. She hadn’t planned to shop but the afternoon’s weather felt spring like and balmy, a fine day for a stroll along the busy thoroughfare. So she browsed. She would purchase something small, a pretty ribbon, or an embroidered handkerchief to assuage her downcast mood.

	Shoppers meandered along the walkway beside her or stopped to gaze into store windows. Regent Street’s pedestrians seemed in charity with the sunny day. Unfortunately, Emily didn’t feel like them after reading the Tattler. Nor was she happy after her tryst with Kendall. Silently, she scolded herself to cheer up, put on a smile, forget her uncle, and flush away lingering thoughts of Tony Kendall. Nothing, she told herself, was worth being forlorn and blue-deviled on such a lovely day.

	Just then, a harried-looking woman came toward Emily dragging two sulky children with her. She brushed rudely against Emily who tried to move aside. Instead, she was spun round rather roughly and suddenly found herself face-to-face with Lady Wilma Porter.

	The elegantly dressed lady exclaimed excitedly, “Emmie? Oh my God, is that you?”

	Emily’s eyes opened wide as she clapped a gloved hand over her mouth. “Wilma? Oh, good heavens! Is that really you?” Her face beamed with unfeigned pleasure. “What a delightful surprise!” she said, her face glowing with a happy grin.

	Vociferous exclamations escaped simultaneously from them.

	The pair attended Reverend Everhard’s church school in the village of Toynton-under-Hill as young girls. Until two years ago, Wilma was a Traymore. After she came out, she wed Viscount Harry Porter.

	“I knew that was you!” Wilma twittered. “Oh, my Lord, Emily, you haven’t changed a bit since last I saw you!”

	Wilma was petite, a slender, fragile-looking creature. Her head never grew any higher than Emily’s shoulder. She was blessed with wheat-colored hair, an amiable smile, and blue eyes that seemed to sparkle like sapphires from a pleasantly pretty countenance.

	“How absolutely marvelous to run into you like this on Regent Street! Where are you bound, Emily? Coming or going?”

	Emily smiled, again noting Wilma’s birdlike curiosity.

	“It’s my half day off, Willy. I’m employed as a governess to an earl’s ward.”

	“Oh! How very interesting. May ask to whom?”

	“Lord Leathem, Gavin Fielding. His ward, Lilianne, is to be presented this Season.”

	“Ah, yes, I recall that Harry mentioned the earl had acquired a ward. But I didn’t know you were the governess Leathem hired to teach the girl how to behave. Well, now, that really is interesting.”

	Wilma winked broadly. “By the by, the earl is quite a catch, you know, Emmie. Handsome, titled, and rather wealthy. And a widower. I never met him, but Leathem’s a member of Harry’s club. Men like them tend to flock together like roosters, don’t you know?”

	“I wouldn’t know,” Emily answered, chuckling. She remembered all too well what a chatterbox her friend was as a young girl.

	Leaning close, Wilma went on to whisper, “I came back to Town only yesterday after a week in Toynton-under-Hill. You remember my sister. Poor Meg suffered from an inflamed appendix. It was a scary time for all of us. She’s feeling better now, thank heavens, although her recuperation has been touch-and-go. But I was finally able to return to my dear husband, Harry, whom I missed dreadfully.” Wilma took another breath. “We’re staying in London for the season, you know. After that, it’s on to a warmer clime at Bath.”

	Wilma suddenly reached out and tugged on Emily’s arm, drawing her out of the crowd of ambling strollers. “I know,” Wilma said with a slanted glance across the street. “Come on, Emmie, let’s you and me have a spot of tea? Its ages since I’ve seen you. I want to catch up and hear what else is new with you.” Wilma looked around, her expression dimming slightly. “Dear me, I hope you are not here with someone.”

	Emily shook her head. “I’m free as a bird for the next few hours. I was enjoying the fine weather and doing some window shopping. My afternoon has suddenly turned quite wonderful since I bumped into you.”

	“I’m ecstatic that I ran into you, too, really I am.” But then Wilma’s smooth brow furrowed beneath her fashionable, silk bonnet. “I often wondered, Emmie, what happened to you. I missed you terribly when we lost touch.” Then her face brightened. “Now that we found each other, we must be good friends again. I wish to know everything that happened since your parents passed on.”

	You don’t want to know, Willy. And I can’t possibly share what happened to me since then. Certainly not the months I spent with my uncle.

	“Come on, I’ll order tea. I’m famished, but I didn’t wish to sit in a tearoom alone. I hope you don’t have to rush off, Emmie. There’s a place farther along the avenue. Hurry, we can have a nice long coz. Harry is at his club this afternoon, so we can gossip to our heart’s content.”

	Imperiously, Wilma swept Emily along the walkway with her. They entered the tearoom Emily left only a short time ago where Tony ordered refreshments. During their animated argument, however, neither of them touched their tea.

	After they were seated, Wilma’s curious gaze beamed at Emily across the table. Wilma quickly ordered a pot of tea and plate of pastries. “Now, my dear, you must tell me everything. First, about your position with the earl. And you dare not leave anything out, you hear?”

	Emily’s heart banged against her ribs. Wilma must not have read today’s Tattler. She would learn more when she spoke with her husband after he returned from his club.

	“You say Leathem offered you a week’s holiday when he hired you, Emmie? How generous of him.”

	“Yes. He’s been quite…kind,” was all Emily said. Thoughts about the earl jumped into her head. The good things she learned about him today plucked Emily’s heartstrings.

	Wilma’s bright eyes glittered like an inquisitive English wren’s. “I take it being in his employ suits you. When will you take your holiday? Before the Season begins, or will you wait until it’s over?”

	“Before,” Emily replied, sipping at her tea “But I must arrange it with Lord Leathem.”

	While riding in the hackney Emily decided on a holiday soon, because her stomach roiled after the awful half hour spent with Anthony Kendall. She would need her mind clear when the Season began, and a week away from London and Kendall would help. But where should she go?

	“Hmm…may I say something, Emily?”

	“Of course.”

	“Well, it’s just that you look a bit ragged around the edges. Are you not feeling well?”

	Wilma hadn’t lost her touch. Early in their friendship, her friend sensed when things went awry for Emily.

	“You look pale and a little worn. I suppose it is because being a governess isn’t easy.” Wilma scarcely took a breath. “Not as serendipitous as I thought, hmm? Is it more daunting than you expected? If so, how can I be of help? But wait. Tell me where you plan to spend your holiday.”

	“I haven’t decided where, Willy. I may remain in London; explore what the metropolis has to offer in the way of amusement. I daresay my holiday will pass too quickly. Before I know it, the hustle and bustle of the season will consume all of my attention.”

	“Oh, Emily!” Wilma paused, putting down her teacup, the delicate porcelain clinking against its saucer. “I just came up with a most scrumptious idea.” Wilma’s blue eyes sparkled. “Forget about visiting old, musty buildings and museums. You can do that any time.” The viscountess’ lips spread into a brilliant smile, her white teeth glistening, her happy laugh chirping quite birdlike, and filled with girlish glee.

	“Listen to me, Em,” she said, inhaling another excited breath. “Harry and I are invited to a house party at the Duke of Carlisle’s castle in Surrey a week from now. My sister was invited, but she can’t accept because she’s not feeling well enough.”

	Wilma leaned across the table toward Emily, her expression totally animated. “Remember the Duke’s fabulous estate, Em? We trespassed on it enough times crossing Wyndemere land as youngsters.”

	Emily nodded.

	Wilma’s tone burst out an octave higher than normal. “Here’s my idea, Em.” Wilma’s face shone animatedly as she clapped her gloved hands together.

	Emily smiled, hearing the happy squeak in her friend’s voice whenever she was extremely excited about something.

	Wilma’s flushed cheeks glowed. “Emmie, it’s going to be a fabulous week. And I’m certain we may bring a guest to the Carlisles’ party, so you absolutely must come with us! Remember how you dreamt of seeing the inside of the castle? Well, here’s your chance!” Wilma squeezed one of Emily’s hands. “You shall be our surprise guest.”

	“Oh, good heavens!” Emily’s breath fluttered from startled lips. “But—but, Wilma, that’s not possible. I’m not a proper guest. You forget. You may be married to a viscount, but I’m just a—”

	“You’re my best friend, Emily Dancy, and you are quite acceptable. If my sister was good enough to be invited, why shouldn’t you be? Believe me, not everyone there will be wearing coronets.”

	Wilma squeezed Emily’s fingers a bit tighter. “I simply won’t hear of it. I shall see to it that Harry writes your name as our alternative guest instead of my sister when we accept the Duke and Duchess’s invitation.”

	“No, no, Wilma. Thank you for the very lovely invitation, but—”

	“But why? You said the earl offered you a week off. And if he disagrees, I shall write to him directly and tell him he must excuse you, because I believe you look peaked and need a week’s respite from your governess duties.”

	“Wil—lee…please, listen. There is still another problem.”

	“Another problem? Whatever it is, Emmie, I’ll get this done one way or another. Just trust me.”

	“Wilma,” Emily groaned. “It’s my wardrobe. It’s not at all elegant. I’ll need proper attire for such an aristocratic gathering.”

	“Humph! Well, that does it. That’s no problem, Emily. I’ll simply add a few new dresses to my clothing allowance.” Wilma winked. “My darling husband is very generous. He permits me to purchase whatever I desire, because he wants me looking grand when I’m hanging on his arm. Men are odd in so many ways. They are really quite ego-driven, Emily, don’t you agree? Although, I must say Harry helps me out of my clothes almost as often as he likes seeing me wearing them.” Wilma’s wink, this time, was wicked and not all viscountess-like.

	Emily had to chuckle at her friend’s obvious wink. “I couldn’t let you do that, Wilma,” she said.

	“Emily, please let me to do this. I want to. It’s…well, it will be like a-a reunion gift.”

	“Uh, uh, no, I really can’t allow it.”

	“Please, pretty please?” Wilma pleaded.

	Again, Emily refused, dismissing Wilma’s suggestion out of hand. That is, until a sneaky, little voice in her head prodded her.

	You deserve a treat after today’s disturbing news. First, your uncle’s arrest and next Anthony Kendall’s rejection. Two devastating blows to your ego, one after the other. Why not accept a delightful invitation when it is handed to you so freely? You would be very foolish—and very sorry—if you turned it down.

	Emily thought about the Carlisles’ fabulous house party, exploring the Duke and Duchess’s gorgeous home, being part of an exciting week of entertainment, and socializing with people with whom she had always hoped to mingle.

	The idea blossomed. And took root. The persistent, wheedling voice pestered her.

	Invitations like this come once in a lifetime. You squirreled away funds you received from Mr. Grafton. Plus you saved most of your wages from the earl. Go ahead. Enjoy yourself. Agree with Wilma.

	Listening to the voice in her head, she came up with no excuses.

	I won’t need a trousseau since Tony Kendall and I are definitely through.

	That thought still hurt, but she let it go.

	And there was another reason to accept rather than refuse.

	I will use those same gowns for Lilianne’s come out. I was wise to save the funds for a rainy day.

	And when I’m in Surrey, I shall be able to visit my relatives’ graves there.

	Remembering her heartache upon leaving the tiny hamlet where she grew up, that reason alone made up the difference.

	And it would be tantamount to a year’s worth of happiness to spend a week in the country—with pleasure, excitement, and frivolity.

	Meanwhile Wilma waited and fidgeted. Her blue eyes seemed worried because of Emily’s quiet diddling. The viscountess said, “I am crossing my fingers and praying you will agree. Please say yes!”

	Finally, Emily responded. “Perhaps I will accept your invitation after all…”

	Wilma’s face brightened considerably after hearing those words. “Oh, yes, Emmie. It will be grand fun for both of us! I want to spend more time with you, and, now I can. You will see that my dear Harry isn’t stuffy. Not at all a pompous husband. He’ll love having you hanging on his other arm—strutting his stuff among his peers at the Carlisles’ party.”

	“If you’re certain your husband won’t think it crude for me to be your guest, then I’ll accept. And thank you, Willy.”

	“Oh, Em, I’m so happy you will come with us! And so shall my husband. Trust me, he will.”

	Emily inhaled, allowing her lungs to fully inflate. She had been half listening to chatter from her friend as she nibbled on a fruit pastry. Her insides had since calmed down instead of rumbling with strange noises. Suddenly ravenous, she devoured three of the delicious pastries without thinking. Wilma ordered another pot of tea and rattled on more excitedly about the Duke’s house party.

	With fate smiling down on her while with her former bosom bow, Emily’s troubled world ended rather happily. The Duke of Carlisle’s estate was in walking distance to her childhood home. She could visit her parents’ graves. She hadn’t been able to do so in two years. Anticipation grew with the notion. After leaving Tony her blue devils finally faded. She would update her wardrobe. She may not be quite a drab country mouse after that. She couldn’t afford the best, but she heard of secondhand rag shops that stocked elegant, expensive garments no longer worn by wealthy women who gave them to their servants to sell.

	Emily lost something precious today when Tony didn’t stop her hasty departure, but her diminished ego and tattered self-respect soon reemerged smiling. She no longer blamed herself, and instead, she placed the onus where it belonged—on her adopted uncle and London’s caddish Anthony Kendall. Drat them both!

	Finally saying their farewells, Emily hugged Wilma gleefully. She would spend the rest of her afternoon shopping.

	“Let me go with you, Em. I’ll add your purchases to my account.”

	“No, Wilma. Earl Leathem has been quite generous. I have no expenses at Fielding House. The more I think about it, the more I know I can afford what I need for the Duke’s party.”

	A short time after she left Wilma, Emily located secondhand shops on a side street. She rummaged through several and chose three pretty, muslin gowns for daytime wear, and two elaborate gowns for evening, all of them purported to be worn only once or twice. Her expanded wardrobe cost less than she would pay for a single ball gown at a London modiste’s. She added other fripperies like underpinnings and nightwear, and was especially delighted when she spotted two saucy bonnets in another shop window, also at affordable prices. One sported a jaunty, fluffy ostrich feather. In the same shop, she picked up two pairs of serviceable satin slippers and a pair of leather half boots that showed only minor scuffing on the soles. She also purchased several pairs of fancy silk stockings with clocks up the sides and for which she had always pined. Each new purchase seemed to energize her and sooth her raw nerves.

	Emily had been imbued by a fashionable sense. She felt certain she wouldn’t embarrass Wilma or her viscount because of her secondhand wardrobe. Her mother taught her good taste along with proper speech and ladylike behavior. When she thought about Wilma’s invitation, Emily’s spirits soared. She had indulged in an orgy of buying during the afternoon hours, but she bought wisely although she spent more than she expected.

	If not now, I may never again rub shoulders with the cream of London’s Society. Besides, my purchases will do double duty for several more months.

	


Chapter 3

	EMILY’S arms were full of packages when she returned to Fielding House. Seeing her come up the front steps when his butler opened the front door, Gavin met her in the foyer. Two bulky bundles tumbled from her hands. He quickly stooped to retrieve them.

	“Are you shopping for your trousseau, Miss Dancy?” the earl inquired, chuckling as a dark eyebrow quirked upward. “Has Kendall popped the question?”

	Emily winced, juggling several other small packages. “As luck would have it, my lord, Mr. Kendall did not.”

	Somewhat surprised by her answer, the earl grabbed a package that was about to drop to the floor. “Come here, I’ll help you with these.” He nodded toward the staircase to the upper floor. Then he asked, “Why is that?”

	Emily quipped, “My tryst with Mr. Kendall…as you called it, my lord…didn’t go the way you guessed it might.”

	Gavin saw a tiny sardonic twist to Lilianne’s governess’s lips, and a sharp ring to her usually muted voice.

	“I don’t expect to see Mr. Kendall again anytime soon,” Emily finished briskly.

	The earl cleared his throat, sensing he had been rather blunt with his question. “Well, umm, I am sorry to hear that.” His lips pronounced the words, but Gavin felt much better knowing Emily wasn’t affianced to Baron Kendall’s rakish whelp. “Sorry Kendall wasn’t the man you thought him to be.”

	Her back was toward the earl as she strode up the central stairs in front of him. “May I ask you something, Lord Leathem?”

	Gavin had halted a step below her and frowned. “Don’t tell me you are giving me notice again, because I haven’t changed my mind. I won’t accept your resignation,” he replied firmly. “I said so earlier today.”

	His hands were full of Emily’s purchases as she looked over her shoulder at him. One step apart and slightly even with his dark eyes, Emily’s gaze met with frowning annoyance in Leathem’s.

	“That’s not it, my lord,” she said, her head swinging from side to side. “I bumped into a childhood friend of mine this afternoon on Regent Street. Her name is…was…Wilma Traymore. She is now Viscountess Porter.”

	“I know Harry Porter. He is a member of my club. Umm…quite a coincidence that you should be acquainted with his wife.”

	“Yes, it is, isn’t it? Wilma mentioned her husband knows you after I told her you hired me as Lilianne’s governess.”

	“Porter’s a fine fellow. However, I never had the pleasure of making his wife’s acquaintance.”

	“And I have never met Wilma’s husband. But she and I grew up in the same village. It was a wonderful surprise to run into her here in London.”

	“I don’t recall you mentioning your birthplace. Where is that?”

	“I grew up in Surrey, Lord Leathem, a tiny village called Toynton-under-Hill. I was a toddler when my parents arrived in Surrey.”

	Gavin’s mind snapped into recall. Some things were strange and some were coincidental, weren’t they? He was recently invited to a house party at Wyndemere, the Duke of Carlisle’s estate near the same small village. He had his secretary accept the invitation just this morning.

	“Wilma and I lost touch for almost two years.” Emily swallowed. “And I missed her terribly during that time. But when we met accidentally today, she and I stopped for tea, and Wilma invited me to spend a week with her so we can become reacquainted.”

	Emily never mentioned where that visit was to be spent.

	“I told her I would love to, but I needed your permission.” She met the earl’s eyes, hesitatingly. “I hoped you would allow me to take my holiday with her.”

	“Hmm…well, now,” Gavin replied, his baritone pleasantly modulated. “It just so happens I plan to be away next week. I was about to suggest that you accompany Lilianne and me to my aunt’s home in Oxfordshire. It could be a nice break in routine for you.”

	Gavin nudged past Emily as he spoke and strode along the upper hall. “Let’s put these packages in your bedchamber, shall we? Then we can talk.”

	Emily followed him. He paused at her door. “Is that the same week you wish to be on holiday, the same time as Lilianne and I shall be away?”

	“Yes, the week after this.” Her words hung in the space between them. “But I could change it—”

	The earl paused, raising a quelling hand. “No need, Miss Dancy. I understand why you might prefer to be with your friend after a long separation rather than a week spent with my crotchety aunt. Am I correct?”

	Not sure how to respond, she went on, “My lord, I don’t know—”

	The earl interrupted her, juggling the parcels he brought up for her as they spoke. “Do you mind if I take these inside?”

	“Uh, please do so, my lord.” Emily pushed open the door and preceded him inside.

	“And I imagine it wouldn’t be a true holiday if you spent it with Lilianne,” the earl said, his lips shaping a knowing half smile. “So…Miss Dancy,” Leathem went on. “Then go ahead. Make your plans. Don’t change them. Take your week with your friend. You’ll be busy enough during the Season.” Striding across the carpet he dropped four or five bundles atop the bed’s coverlet and said, “I’ll leave these here for you.”

	Gavin turned as his gaze roamed the room. His butler assigned Emily this room. He saw he hadn’t given her one of the big bedchambers. But the room was bright, airy, and quite adequate. His suite, at the end of the hallway, was twice as large and had more windows.

	Turning back toward Emily, he asked. “Are you comfortable here, Miss Dancy?”

	“Of course, Lord Leathem. Why wouldn’t I be?”

	“I didn’t know what accommodations you were used to before you came here.”

	Emily drew in a breath. “Nothing nearly as luxurious as this.” She placed additional purchases on a nearby armchair.

	“Good,” the earl said. “Then it’s settled. I shall accompany Lilianne and her maid to Oxfordshire. Lady Lydia Parcells is my aunt. I hope to persuade her to sponsor Lilianne’s come out. Her presence here should also muzzle any rumors about your being unchaperoned under a bachelor’s roof.” Gavin started to leave. “I leave on Wednesday a week from today. When do you wish to begin your holiday, Miss Dancy?”

	“I’ll leave right after you. I shall write Wilma that I have your permission.”

	Emily’s happy smile dazzled Gavin. Something odd inside him stirred. Her sunny countenance glowed with youth and vitality. Why wouldn’t she? She was young, untouched, and naive, he supposed. A second rank notion invaded his thoughts. An experienced man like him could make her sexual experience rather pleasant. Someone worldly and knowledgeable who knew what women desired, someone who would be gentle with a first-time, innocent partner.

	“I can’t thank you enough for allowing me go off on such short notice, Lord Leathem.”

	Gavin dismissed what he had been thinking as he peered into those crystalline blue eyes. “You’ve done a masterful job bringing Lilianne up to snuff from what I’ve seen so far. I’m well pleased, Miss Dancy.”

	Normally, Leathem didn’t praise his staff. If he was pleased, they knew it and would find a bonus or an increase in compensation on Boxing Day.

	“I shall return to London after a week. I hope you enjoy a pleasant visit with your friend, Miss Dancy. And, of course, I look forward to seeing you again at Fielding House.”

	* * * *

	Two footmen bundled Lilianne, her maid, and their luggage into Gavin Fielding’s elegant traveling coach. The earl led the way outside riding on Pegasus.

	Emily waited in the foyer when another crested carriage pulled by four Cleveland bays, clip-clopped to a halt on Fielding House’s drive a few minutes before noon.

	“Friends are here to pick me up,” Emily said to Gavin’s butler. “Please ask a footman to load my trunk into the Porters’ carriage.”

	“Of course, Miss Dancy. Are you leaving us?”

	“No, no,” she replied, smiling up at the middle-aged butler. “I am merely going on holiday, Mr. Crane. I’ll be back next week.”

	“Ah, well, enjoy your holiday, Miss. We’d be sorry indeed to know you’d left us for good. The staff is quite fond of you.”

	“Why, thank you, Mr. Crane, I’m glad to hear that.”

	Unfortunately, I’ll be looking for new employment as soon as Lilianne is settled.

	The butler held the front door open, and Emily stepped outside onto the stoop.

	A tall, mustachioed gentleman with bushy sideburns and wearing a top hat jumped down from the fancy carriage. He strode lithely up the front steps and halted in front of Emily. Doffing his hat, he smiled pleasantly. “Miss Dancy? I’m Porter, Wilma’s husband. It’s my great pleasure to meet you. My wife and I are pleased that you will accompany us to the Duke of Carlisle’s party.”

	Emily dipped a brief curtsy. “Thank you, my lord,” she said. “But I am the one who should be most pleased. I have you and Wilma to thank for such a gracious invitation.”

	Harry chuckled, his smile warm, his tone congenial. “Wilma regaled me last evening with some stories about your childhood together, Miss Dancy. I must say I feel as if I know you.”

	Emily saw Wilma sticking a gloved hand out an open window in the carriage and waving urgently for Emily to hurry along. The handsome viscount smiled and offered Emily a bent elbow. “Allow me to assist you into our carriage. Wilma is quite eager to see you again. I daresay, she will bend your ear for the next few hours or so. I know what a chatterbox my wife can be.”

	Emily’s trunk, packed with her new wardrobe, had been rapidly loaded into the vehicle’s large boot.

	Wilma grabbed Emily’s hand and squeezed it when she stepped into the carriage. “I’m so happy to see you again, Emmie!” The viscountess pulled her friend down next to her on the green velvet squabs.

	What good luck bumping into Wilma. Emily had been sorely blue-deviled by the nasty events that occurred on that fateful day. Now she felt a hundred times better. Excitement buzzed through her. She was invited to a fancy house party—one she never dreamt to attend. Hallelujah! It would feel so good to forget about Anthony Kendall and her uncle. Not think about them for at least a week.

	Harry took the seat facing the women when he followed Emily inside. He tapped against the carriage’s roof with a silver-handled cane, signaling the driver and footmen to get moving. Emily leaned back, relaxed against the plush cushions, and listened to her friend’s light chatter.

	The Porters’ well-sprung traveling coach left the drive of Fielding House, turned onto a Mayfair street, and soon rolled out of the city’s bustling environs. Inside, the women talked and giggled like two magpies, Wilma did most of the talking, of course. The viscount simply sat back and smiled having two lovely ladies sharing his company.

	* * * *

	The long drive to the Duke’s castle began between two massive, stone pillars. The four horses trotted briskly up the wide, gravel lane lined by ancient oaks. Built of pale stone, Wyndemere Castle sat on acres of parkland dotted by ornamental hedges and early flowering bushes. A large fountain spewed arcs of sparkling water twenty feet high in the air and splashed to be caught in a circular stone basin. The large park was partitioned off with low-growing hedges much like a maze. Hundreds of rosebushes, their buds not yet open, would soon blossom with colorful petals and heady perfume.

	Emily remembered being awed as a girl gazing at the impressive castle from a distance. She breathed in the scent of newly scythed lawn as a balmy breeze blew through the vehicle’s open windows. It has been ages since she smelled anything so fresh and clean. Her uncle’s horrid abode had offended her eyes, ears, and nose during the months she lived with him.

	“Oh, Wilma,” Emily gushed, “don’t you love the smell of the country! And isn’t the Duke’s estate magnificent!” Emily’s blue eyes gleamed, her voice elevated by excitement.

	“Wait until you see the inside,” Wilma responded just as eagerly. “I’m told the castle has over three hundred guest rooms.”

	“Oh my.” Emily giggled. “Then I shall need help finding my way, or I’ll be lost. Do you suppose we should crumble bread crumbs to find our way back to our rooms?”

	Even Harry guffawed at her witticism.

	Emily liked Wilma’s amiable husband the moment they met on the steps of Fielding House. She thought him quite handsome, of course. Tall, fair-haired, smiling, and rather jolly and easy-going. She quickly noted Wilma’s marriage had been a love match. The viscount’s bright blue eyes scarcely left his wife. Obviously, he doted upon her.

	If a man looked at me the way Harry looks at Wilma, I would be gloriously happy, Emily thought. Handsome or plain, titled or not, rich or poor, I’d hang onto him and never let him go.

	Emily no longer gave Anthony Kendall a thought.

	* * * *

	What looked like an army of gold and black liveried servants hurried to greet the arrivals on the broad steps of Wyndemere. Harry had sent a vehicle ahead earlier with Wilma’s lady’s maid, his valet, and their party apparel. One of the duke’s footmen opened the boot and easily threw Emily’s trunk up onto a broad shoulder, whisking it into the castle.

	Meanwhile, Wilma, Emily, and Harry mounted the wide stone stairs leading to the duke and duchess’s ancestral home. Neither peer was there to meet them. There would be a formal reception that evening for a hundred or so invitees, Willy had informed Emily during their drive. A score or more of harried footmen rushed about showing guests to their assigned rooms.

	The castle’s enormous entrance hall led to a center staircase and a landing that branched onto other steps leading to the public rooms. Exquisitely decorated drawing rooms and smaller, intimate salons ran the entire length of a hall in each direction on the second story. A brawny footman led Wilma, Emily, and Harry up a different flight of stairs to guest chambers and along another corridor that appeared to be a block long.

	Arms linked, Emily and Wilma giggled like schoolgirls. Leaning close, Emily whispered into Wilma’s ear as they tried to keep up with the long-legged footman striding ahead of them.

	“Good thing we did plenty of walking, if you’ll remember, Willy? We should have worn our brogues today.” She snickered, not loud enough for Wilma’s husband to overhear as he trailed behind them. Wilma joined her friend in girlish laughter. Actually, Emily had packed her walking shoes. She planned to use them while traipsing to the village to visit her parents’ and grandparents’ graves.

	The three partygoers soon arrived at the duke’s east wing guest rooms. Emily’s wide blue eyes swung avidly from side to side, absorbing the mansion’s opulent décor. Harry had mentioned during their drive that an identical number of guest rooms were situated in the west wing. No wonder the Duke could easily accommodate over a hundred houseguests. Finally, their footman halted before an oak door, turned the handle, and pushed it open. He stood aside, gesturing for Wilma and Harry to step inside. “Your guest suite, m’lord, m’lady.”

	The Porters went inside. Emily waited in the hall, unsure what she should do.

	Wilma glanced around the room and smiled, looking pleased. Remembering her friend, she turned to the footman. “Miss Dancy is a good friend. Please be good enough to show her where she will be staying.”

	“As you requested, my lady, your suite of rooms connects with a bedchamber next door. If I’m not mistaken, Miss Dancy’s trunk has already been taken there.”

	“Ah, wonderful!” Wilma said. “That will be fine then. My maid may have already unpacked my things so she can do so for Miss Dancy as well. And thank you.”

	The footman smiled assiduously, as always courteous and helpful.

	I think I shall enjoy myself, Emily thought, silently, as she followed the footman to the door next to Wilma and Harry’s. Good gracious me! I never saw a place quite like this!

	* * * *

	Wilma’s lady’s maid, Betsy, emptied most items from Emily’s trunk and hung her new, second-hand fashions in a large wardrobe.

	“Shall I press one of your gowns to wear to supper tonight, Miss?”

	The girl was petite and fair-haired. She couldn’t be more than ten and seven, the same age as Lilianne. Sparkling blue eyes in a rosy-cheeked, round, pleasant face looked more than willing to please, echoing her youthful demeanor.

	“Oh, thank you. That would be fine,” Emily responded as she meandered about the chamber, pausing to pick up odd items of interest. She lifted a heavy, Venetian glass paperweight and held it up to the sunlight streaming through a single large window. “How pretty,” she murmured. Then, abruptly, she inquired, “I didn’t see the duke and duchess when we arrived. What are they like?”

	The girl was about to leave to press Emily’s gown.

	“I don’t rightly know, Miss Dancy,” the maid said. “I niver saw Your Graces when I got here earlier today.”

	Tiny flutters of apprehension hit Emily soon after the maid left. She had never come face-to-face with an aristocrat as powerful and wealthy as the Duke and Duchess of Carlisle. Leathem was a peer, too, but he was different. Even Gavin Fielding and Harry Porter weren’t very alike. The earl was inches taller than Harry Porter. His glossy hair and thick brows were black as coal; his dark brown eyes were set deep beneath his brows. Wilma’s Harry was fair-haired and blue-eyed.

	Mild-mannered, Wilma’s husband was the opposite of the earl. Emily felt comfortable with him. He smiled often and seemed not at all affected by his title though he was a lofty peer and a ton gentleman. Emily knew Wilma and he were well suited.

	Thinking back on their first meeting, Leathem held himself aloof from both her and Lilianne for several days. His time spent with them the few times he deigned to speak with them, was brisk and to the point, his tone clipped. He thawed, unexpectedly, the day Emily spoke with him privately to confess her uncle’s disgrace. There he seemed sympathetic, almost affable. And later he had been most cordial when confronted by her holiday request.

	Nevertheless, some of Emily’s nervousness hadn’t faded. What would the Carlisles’ highborn guests think if they knew a lowly governess was attending the house party? Her invitation might be frowned upon. She once overheard a conversation between her parents stating that her maternal grandmother had aristocratic connections. But she knew her father and his parents were commoners. John Dancy had been a cooper, a tradesman like a blacksmith. He fashioned wooden tubs and casks.

	Emily swallowed, her throat as dry as parchment. She breathed in rapidly, and her hands shook. Why in heaven’s name had she even agreed to come here? She should have refused Wilma’s invitation. She didn’t belong here. She wasn’t certain she could handle the situations she might face. True, Lord Harry never said a word about her uncle or his arrest during their carriage ride. Was it possible he hadn’t read the Tattler? The day Emily met Wilma, Earl Leathem had mentioned Dancy was a very common surname. Could that be why Lord Harry never connected Emily with Eustace? Oh, how she prayed that was true!

	Still, her anxiety lingered. Her butterflies didn’t go away. If the Porters knew her uncle was a traitor, they would have to tell the duke. He would probably be furious and would demand she leave immediately. How mortifying! For her, and more so for the Porters!

	Emily wondered how she could escape before the duke’s rich and haughty guests pointed her out as an unworthy guest. And what if she did manage to leave? She had little coin left after her reckless purchases. And no ready means of transportation. It dawned on her, however, that Toynton-under-Hill, her former village, was only a short walk from Wyndemere. She could sneak off and visit her relatives’ graves. Maybe there was even a villager who would remember her and could help her return to London. She would do this if possible tomorrow. Until then, she needed to brazen it out and hope for the best before Wilma and Lord Harry learned of her family’s disgrace. Emily’s knees wobbled, but she stiffened her backbone. The maid would arrive soon with her wrinkle-free gown. It was time to face the music.

	* * * *

	Lady Lydia Parcells’ staff escorted the new arrivals from London to their rooms. After Leathem cleaned up, he went below to share a late tea with his aunt. In her mid-sixties, he remembered his aunt as being lively and spry for her age. But today he found her sitting in a rolling chair.

	“Your letter arrived only days ago, Leathem,” she said upon greeting her nephew. “It hinted I should be the perfect sponsor for your ward’s come out, eh?”

	His aunt’s mind remained sharp, and she didn’t mince words.

	“Dear boy, it would be my great pleasure. But nowadays I’m of no help since I’m chained to this dratted contraption.” Lydia slurped from a teacup before continuing. “Why did this have to happen now?” She shook her head with frustration. “Arghh, it was my own fault.” She glanced down at a cat curled on a pillow on the rug beside her. “I tripped over one of my little darlings, and somehow I managed to break my ankle.” She grumbled again unhappily.

	The injury had shaken up the aging aristocrat. “I never felt so useless, Leathem. I need a footman to push the bloody thing wherever I wish to go. I even need him to help me into bed.” She threw a meaningful glance toward a tall young man standing at ease next to the doorway. He smiled genially back at her.

	She slurped another sip of tea. A large, yellow cat jumped up on her commodious lap, curling up into a ball and purring loudly. “Miss Kitty here wasn’t fast enough to get out of my way. Or possibly because I caught a toe in that blasted carpet.” Leathem’s aunt sighed as she stroked an age-spotted, heavily-ringed hand over the feline’s caramel-striped fur.

	“So you see, you must forgive me, Leathem. I shan’t be able to come to London. But, my boy, you are a very welcome visitor. I haven’t laid eyes on you in months. That’s why I didn’t cancel your visit. I hoped you would cheer me up. The village bone thumper ordered me to stay in bed, but as you see, I didn’t listen to him. I wanted out from under. No way would I let the old fussbudget tie me to a mattress. So, this is what he sent me. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t do for gadding about Town.”

	What in hell will I do now?

	Gavin was stumped. He didn’t see his aunt launching Lilianne’s come out from her rolling chair either.

	Lydia posed another question, bringing the earl’s mind back to what she was saying. “You inherited a ward, Leathem. At the time, I thought it unusual for a confirmed bachelor to be made guardian for a young female.”

	Lydia’s bright eyes snapped at him from beneath her frilly cap.

	“Were you aware of any known or distant relatives on my father’s side, Aunt?”

	When she shook her head, he said, “I wasn’t either.”

	“What connection does the gel have to you?”

	“I’m not sure I know.” Succinctly as possible Gavin explained. “I never heard of Rudolph and Bedelia Fielding before, Aunt, but obviously, they heard of me. I was named guardian in the girl’s father’s will. It seems her parents were walking to their village when they were trampled by a team of runaway horses hauling lumber in a dray. The loaded wagon tipped over, logs tumbled atop them, and crushed them both to death.” Gavin shuddered.

	“Humph! A terrible thing to happen. But even so, the unlucky pair weren’t dumb,” Lydia muttered under her breath sarcastically. “They knew enough to send the gel to a rich relative and have her fired off in London-style.” Lydia humphed again, louder this time. “Well, whoever she is, Leathem, someone taught her some manners. I noticed that much when you arrived with her.”

	“I have to thank her governess, Aunt. When Lilianne arrived at Fielding House, I was at a loss how to handle her. I hired Miss Dancy a month ago.”

	“Handle her, you say?” Lydia interrupted.

	“Bad choice of words, Aunt.”

	“Umm, well, I dare say the chit is quite pretty, Leathem. That, at least, will help her fit in, don’t you think?”

	“I suppose so, but she is countrified, Aunt, and doesn’t know how to speak or behave properly yet. I hope to find her a suitable match by offering a substantial dowry. Meanwhile, her governess has been a Godsend. I was quite desperate until I hired Miss Dancy. She’s young herself, but I found her to be intelligent, sensible, well-spoken, and quite ladylike.”

	“Where is she? That isn’t the other giggly female you also brought with you, I hope?”

	Gavin chortled. “No, that’s Lilianne’s new maid. I forget her name, but they seem to get along. Her governess, Miss Dancy, is on a week’s holiday.” Gavin cleared his throat. “She’ll be in London when I return with Lilianne. But allow me to continue, Aunt. Miss Dancy had a proper upbringing by her mother who was daughter to a country squire. True, her full background is sketchy, but I hired her anyway. As I said,” Gavin explained, “I was desperate, Aunt. She tutored Lilianne with ladylike manners in a rather a short time. You attested to that already.”

	“Hmm…true, Leathem, but your ward needs quite a bit more training.” Lydia sighed and glanced up at him. “How long will you stay?”

	“Not I, but Lilianne and her maid will stay to visit, Aunt. I’ll be attending a house party at the Duke of Carlisle’s in Surrey for most of a week. I’ll return and gather Lilianne and her maid and drive them back with me to London.”

	Lydia placed her empty cup and saucer on a side table next to her rolling chair. “I’m not sure how much I can accomplish in so short a time, my boy. You may have to keep her with me a bit longer.” A sly smile crossed his aunt’s lips. “And, since I cannot be in London to help, why don’t you look around for someone suitable to help you fire the gel off?”

	“Hmm? What do you mean, Aunt?”

	Lydia smirked and didn’t answer him right off.

	Gavin’s heavy eyebrows lifted with sudden understanding. “Oh, no. I hope I’m not hearing what I think I just did—”

	His aunt interrupted, “There are always alternatives, Leathem. Let me see…you’ve been a widower how long?”

	“Two decades less than a month or so. Why do you ask?”

	“Then it’s definitely time you remarried.”

	“Aunt Lydia, I just finished saying—”

	“Close your mouth, dear boy, and listen to me.” She snapped back at him, but gently. “A wife can be your perfect solution. As your countess, Leathem, she will have great consequence. She can launch your ward along with your own powerful auspices.”

	His aunt’s smile widened. “There is plenty of time to find a proper countess, you know. London’s Season won’t be in full swing until May.”

	“But, Aunt—”

	“There must be unattached females that will do nicely. After all, in our peer circles marriages are business contracts and are not made for reasons of amour.” Lydia grumped, “I should know. I married under duress. Did you know that?”

	Gavin seemed surprised.

	“Well, it’s true, and I wasn’t happy about it. My father demanded that I wed Parcells. Fortunately, I got lucky. Locked into a marriage with him, but I didn’t have to live with him very long. Aubrey Parcells was not a very likeable man when I met him, and he was worse after I wed him. But the nasty bugger left me wealthy and independent when he finally stuck his spoon in the wall. And…since his demise, I’ve been happy and quite content, able to live my life the way I wish.”

	Gavin scoffed. “You can’t mean that, Aunt. You must be joking.”

	“Of course, I mean it, or I wouldn’t have said it,” she responded with a wry grimace. “Take my advice, Leathem, sometimes a marriage of convenience can be just that. Convenient. Find yourself a suitable, amiable, and willing bride and marry her. You’ll be better off for it.”

	With nothing more to say, he didn’t respond.

	“Umm…you did say your ward is ten and seven, eh? The gel could wait until next year to come out, you know. Especially, since she needs additional training. It is your responsibility to complete what’s in your relatives’ will. I deem you an honorable man, so a promise is a promise. Cast about for a wife. You’ll be at Carlisle’s party for a week, eh? Perhaps while there a new face will take your fancy. And consider what I just said and do so seriously, Leathem. You’re not getting any younger. Time passes quickly when you least expect it.”

	Abruptly, Lydia signaled at the footman waiting at the parlor door. He hurried to her side and handily spun the chair about. “Will I see you before you leave tomorrow, Leathem?”

	“I doubt that, Aunt. It’s a dashed long ride to Surrey, and I hope to make an early start. I’ll send word and let you know when I plan to return.”

	“Fine, my boy. Meanwhile, I’ll do what I can to help get Lilianne Fielding ready for her debut.”

	* * * *

	The earl was on his way just after dawn. Meanwhile he stopped only to rest his horse, snatch something to eat, and manage a few hours’ sleep. As he galloped across England, Gavin began to wonder why he accepted the duke’s invitation at all. He could have stayed in Oxfordshire, gotten to know his ward better, or even returned to London early.

	The ride to Surrey was arduous. Gavin arrived at the Duke and Duchess’ castle late. He even missed supper. He looked as disheveled as he felt. He was covered with road dust—bone weary, sweaty, thirsty, and hungry. He desperately wanted a hot bath, a clean shave, a snifter of brandy, and a bite to eat in that order. Afterward, he must don evening clothes, greet his hosts, and make a brief appearance belowstairs.

	Jordan, Gavin’s valet, arrived at Wyndemere earlier that day with the earl’s luggage.

	“Welcome, m’lord,” his man said, sliding the travel-stained riding coat off the earl’s broad shoulders. Gavin unbuttoned his waistcoat and tossed it on the bed in the guest chamber assigned to him. Sinking numb buttocks onto the feather mattress, he groaned tiredly and stuck out his feet so his valet could yank off his boots.

	“Ahh, ye-es, thank you, Jordan.” Gavin sighed. “I’ve been living in these clothes for two days. I feel as if they are painted on me. I’m bloody glad to rid myself of them.”

	“Aye, m’lord. I already sent for bathwater. Sit back now and relax while I shave you.”

	“First, pour me a swig of brandy, damn you, Jordan,” Gavin muttered. “My throat is parched. And pour me a hefty one, you hear, not a thimbleful.”

	That task taken care of, Jordan asked, “Will you be going below, m’lord? If so, I’ll hurry. But I’d rather not nick your chin.” The valet chuckled as he methodically stropped the straight razor. “An hour ago the duke’s guests were mingling in two large drawing rooms downstairs.”

	“I’m in no hurry, Jordan, but damnation, why must I add to the mix?” Leathem leaned back in the chair. “I suppose I must do my duty like every red-blooded bachelor—chat, flirt, and dance with the plain ones. There are always too damn many unattached females at these blasted affairs. You can bet a month’s wages, however, that I won’t be snared by a parson’s mousetrap.”

	Clutching his brandy snifter in one hand, Gavin grumbled some more. “Were it known, I’d gladly wager a pony if I didn’t have to show my face tonight. Every muscle and joint of mine aches. Blast it, I must be getting old,” he groaned. “And cranky to boot, because I am not looking forward to this evening. What I need is a few more brandies and a good night’s rest instead of all this tomfoolery.”

	The earl rested his inky hair against the chair back and closed his eyes. “Tell me,” he asked, “how old are you, Jordan? I don’t see gray hairs sprouting from your scalp.”

	“Four and fifty, m’lord. Why do you ask?”

	“Dammit if I didn’t see silver threads popping out of my scalp not too long ago.”

	“I daresay it isn’t from age, m’lord. P’haps, heredity. My father never had a gray hair on his head when he passed on.” Jordan chuckled, still stropping the razor before starting to shave the earl. “Might have been because he was bald as a billiard ball.” The valet snorted as he draped a towel over Gavin’s chest and shoulders. Quickly and expertly, he lathered Gavin’s cheeks with scented soap.

	“I’ll be forty soon, Jordan. Four decades. Can you believe it?” Gavin inhaled, taking a long breath to fill his lungs. “I scarcely believe it myself. Where the hell did the time go? Silver hairs sprouting from my temples.” Gavin sighed. “Tonight I feel as if I’m six decades old instead of four.”

	His valet chuckled again. “Aye, m’lord, at times I know how that feels.” Leaning over, he began to scrape the earl’s jaw. “Lean back farther, m’lord.”

	The earl did what he was asked and changed the topic. “Do you miss making love to a woman, Jordan?”

	The valet’s brows jerked upward, the razor in his hand halting its move. He held it aloft before deciding whether or not to reply. “Aye,” he finally answered candidly. “Aye, m’lord, when I was a bit younger.”

	“Sorry, old chap,” Gavin said. “I didn’t mean to poke at you. None of my goddamn business.”

	“’Tis only because my Nellie left me too soon. She suffered with the lung sickness.” Jordan stifled a cough.

	“Sorry, man, I didn’t know you were married.”

	“I still yearn for her stroking my body parts.”

	The next few minutes passed in taut silence while Jordan scraped the razor expertly over Gavin’s chin, cheeks, and neck.

	It would appear a man of a certain station thinks differently as concerns marriage. Jordan had been happily wed to someone he loved for too short a time, and he still grieves her. The earl, however, had been betrayed early on, cuckolded by his new bride during a brief and rather unhappy union.

	Gavin’s valet had just finished shaving the earl when two footmen lugged a large copper hip bath into the room. Several servants dumped steaming water into the large tub. Jordan reached down and dipped a rag in the water, wrapping the hot cloth over the earl’s smoothly shaved cheeks.

	When he could again speak, the earl surprised his valet. “Believe it or not, sometimes I think, Jordan, that I was foolish not to marry again instead of staying a bachelor. Even now…”

	Gavin left the unfinished statement hanging in mid-air.

	“Well, m’lord, it won’t do for me to marry at my age, but there’s time aplenty for you. You’re in your prime…and, well…” He coughed. “It wouldn’t take much if you were to want an heir.”

	Gavin couldn’t see his valet’s face because he stood behind the chair, but he knew Jordan was grinning.

	“You think so, do you?” Gavin reached up, and yanked off the hot towel. Then he laughed. “Well, don’t hold your breath, old chap. I haven’t yet found a reason good enough to snap on another leg shackle. Not for almost two decades. What makes you believe I might do so now?”

	The valet smiled. “Things can change when you least expect them, m’lord. Now…can I help you get dressed?”

	“I s’pose you had better,” Gavin said, wearily.

	After Gavin finished bathing, Jordan helped the earl slide his arms and shoulders into a snug, dark blue evening coat. The earl brushed his hair, gleaming with silver strands at his temples while his valet fussed with his cravat, setting a diamond stickpin among its intricate folds. About to leave, the earl said, “Ask the kitchen to bring me something to eat while I’m gone, Jordan. I didn’t stop to eat since breakfast, and I’m famished.”

	“Aye, m’lord, I’ll have a cold collation waiting when you return.”

	“I’ll show my face below for a half hour or so before I make my excuses. You needn’t wait up, Jordan. I can take care of myself. With a full stomach and a good night’s rest, by tomorrow I should be in better spirits.”

	Now, it was nearly midnight and time to face the music.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	WILMA’S lady’s maid bustled in to help Emily dress.

	“Miss Dancy, Lady Wilma suggests I use some cosmetics tonight if you will agree. ’Tis all the rage in London, and quite proper for ladies to apply a little paint and powder to catch a man’s eye. ’Twill only enhance your natural good looks, and I’ll apply it very lightly.”

	Never having used cosmetics, Emily gazed intensely into the looking glass, and saw how washed out she looked. Pale. Colorless. Uninteresting. Blah.

	She fretted—I look awful. I’m a mess, a fiasco!

	Emily swallowed the lump wedged in her throat. “I’m a nobody, Betsy. There’s no need to pretty me up, because I simply fade into the woodwork.”

	“Ah, naw, Miss,” the girl responded gaily. “You ain’t one bit plain—not like me. Jest the opposite.”

	Emily wore her raven hair in a tight bun on her nape when living with her uncle. She tried not to look pretty, so his friends would ignore her. She kept the unflattering hairstyle when the earl hired her. She did pull a few wispy curls forward on her forehead when she met with Anthony Kendall.

	At first Emily shooed Betsy off when she began fussing with her hair. However, seeing what the maid did to change her appearance, Emily knew a new hairdo made a great difference. And she wanted Wilma, and even Harry, to be proud of her as long as she was at the party.

	“Ye can’t deny yer not pretty now, Miss Dancy,” Betsy said, smiling. “Look at them pretty curls dangling against yer cheeks. Ain’t ye glad I fixed yer hair different?”

	Emily exhaled. “Yes. And I thank you, Betsy.”

	Still fussing with her handiwork while teasing a few more curls onto Emily’s forehead and next to her cheeks, the maid chattered on. “Did I tell ye, Miss Dancy, what I heard belowstairs?” Betsy didn’t wait for a response. “I learnt there are over a hundred guests at the duke’s party.” She giggled. “And guess what’s even better?” she said, pushing at another curl. “The duchess invited at least twenty unmarried men just for unattached ladies like ye. I wager ye’ll meet someone special. Maybe a suitor, Miss.”

	Emily frowned. “I’m not looking for a husband.” Her sharp tone leant credence to her words. “I like the way I am. Unmarried and independent.”

	You were considering Anthony Kendall as a possible suitor not long ago. A little voice in her head taunted her.

	Perhaps, but no longer, she denied to herself. I’m through with love and romance…

	Emily smothered her unhappy thoughts as more nervous twinges rolled through her. She’d be late if she didn’t hurry. She needed to meet the duke and duchess and mingle with their illustrious guests.

	“Go see if Wilma needs you, Betsy. I can finish dressing. I’ve done so for years.”

	“Fine, Miss, but let me first dab a little rouge and powder on your cheeks.” The maid stood back and scrutinized Emily’s pale countenance.

	“Oh, for goodness sake,” Emily said, giving up. She sank down on the bench in front of the vanity table again. “I do look like a washed out dishrag. And I don’t wish to embarrass Lady Wilma or Lord Harry. So, yes, do your worst. Use the paint.”

	“Trust me, Miss Dancy, a little touch of color will do wonders. Yer lashes don’t need darkening. They’re long ‘n’ thick, and they make your pretty blue eyes stand out. Make sure you flutter them at those unattached male guests.” Betsy chortled wickedly. She patted Emily’s shoulder reassuringly, and went to work.

	Emily watched as her appearance changed. It was months since she looked so alive. Not since her parents died, and certainly not when her uncle dragged her into London’s horrors. She could scarcely believe what a bit of powder and paint—a fashionable gown—a new hairdo—did to change her appearance. It bolstered her self-confidence too. She didn’t know herself. She looked and felt—quite different.

	“My, my, you look like a fine lady if I do say so myself, Miss Dancy.”

	“I do, don’t I?” Emily replied, a tiny smile stretching her lips.

	Even so, she worried what the duke’s aristocratic guests would think if they knew her background.

	I’ll simply avoid answering any questions about myself.

	Emily took a deep breath and pasted a sunny smile on her lips. Somehow, she would pull it off.

	Just then, Wilma tapped on the door connecting Emily’s room and the Porters’ suite. There was a large dressing salon between the two bedchambers. Emily’s small room must have been designated for a lady’s maid. Wilma knew Emily was nervous about fitting in and had wanted her nearby. Wilma’s lady’s maid slept elsewhere.

	When she saw Emily, Wilma’s face lit up. “Oh, my dear! You look ravishing! You are definitely going to catch some lucky man’s eye.” Wilma giggled. “I can’t wait.” She glanced over her shoulder at her husband, and waved him forward to see Emily’s new look.

	“Harry, what do you think? Won’t Emily make a splash? And you must promise to introduce her to every one of your male friends and acquaintances. You will, won’t you, dear?”

	Lord Harry stroked a manicured fingertip across his blond moustache, a habit Emily had noticed on their drive here. “Whatever you wish, my love,” the viscount muttered.

	“I know Larry Throckmorton, for one, will want an introduction when he sees Emily,” Wilma trilled.

	Harry smiled and winked openly at Emily. “Let me tell you something, Miss Dancy. Throckmorton can be a bit of a bore. He drones on endlessly about his horses and racing stable, but if you are at all interested, he is rather well fixed. He is a second son, so he doesn’t have a title, but he did inherit funds from his mother’s family.”

	Wilma smiled warmly at Emily. “Something to think about, Emmie,” she said.

	“Now, ladies,” the viscount urged. “It is time we made an appearance below.” Harry held out one bent elbow to Wilma, the other one to Emily. He led them into the corridor and down the central staircase into a noisy hubbub emanating from two side-by-side salons.

	The duke and duchess stood in the archway leading into the Rose Room. Two salons were both immense and exquisitely-decorated. Black and gold liveried servants scurried amongst the milling crowd of elegantly-dressed guests. Some carried tulips of chilled champagne. Other guests nibbled at a mélange of hors oeuvres being passed around on silver trays. Both rooms hummed with conversation and gay laughter. Talk was primarily of London’s war news along with the juiciest, newest, scandalous gossip.

	“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Emily whispered to Wilma as the three approached the duke and duchess. “I counted six crystal chandeliers hanging above our heads!”

	Wilma fluttered an open fan in front of her lips and whispered back, “Harry’s parents visited here often, Em. They mentioned the castle’s extraordinary décor.”

	“I never dreamt I’d see the inside, Willy. Goodness, it’s too splendid for words!”

	“I suppose even magnificent doesn’t do it justice. Several weeks ago, Harry and I attended one of the Regent’s suppers at Carlton House. To my mind, the rooms there can’t compare with the elegance here.” Wilma chuckled softly. “Do you remember how nosy and naughty we were when we were young, Emily? We daren’t get too close to the castle, remember? But I’m as enchanted by this place as you are, and I hope we can explore further while we’re here.”

	Harry bowed, a lady on each arm. The women curtsied as the three halted in front of their host and hostess. “Porter, is it not?” the duke said. “I don’t believe I have had the pleasure of meeting these lovely ladies.”

	“Your Grace,” Harry turned first to Wilma, “may I present my lady wife, Lady Wilma.”

	He spoke first to Wilma. “Ah, a Traymore. You resemble your mother,” he said.

	“Yes, Your Grace, so I’ve been told.”

	“How is your family these days?”

	“My parents and sister are currently in Scotland.”

	“Oh my, what a beastly time of the year to visit the Scots, but I do hope they return to us very soon.”

	“I hope so too, Your Grace.” Wilma dipped another graceful curtsy.

	The duke’s sharp eyes next turned to Emily, his bright blue eyes resting on her.

	“Miss Emily Dancy is a childhood friend of my wife’s. Both grew up in Toynton-under-Hill, Your Grace.”

	Not meeting the duke’s eyes, Emily’s glance rose only as high as his enormous ruby cravat pin.

	“I seem to recall something about a disastrous mishap that took the lives of two Dancy villagers not so long ago.” The duke’s gray eyebrows arched. “By any chance are you related to the unfortunate deceased?”

	Emily finally had the courage to meet the duke’s eyes. “Yes, Your Grace. My parents were killed eighteen months ago in a carriage accident while returning home from market day.”

	“Ah, I’m very sorry to hear that, Miss Dancy. My deep condolences.”

	“Thank you, Your Grace. And thank you for your kind invitation. I’ve been living elsewhere, but while I am here, I hope to visit my parents’ graves.”

	Emily crossed her mental fingers, glad the duke didn’t probe further about her parents or her uncle. The duke next presented the three of them to the duchess, nodded kindly, and turned his attention to the next guests waiting in the receiving line.

	The three strolled into the Rose drawing room. “Nicely done, Emily,” Wilma applauded her with a smile. “That wasn’t too frightening, now was it? Harry’s parents said the duke and duchess are quite approachable. Even friendly, and not nearly as high-in-the-instep as some others I’ve met in London.” Wilma squeezed Harry’s arm. “Now, my dear, shall we mingle? I see a few faces I recognize.”

	“Wait here, ladies, and allow me first to fetch you each a glass of champagne.”

	Emily felt nervous tingles crisscrossing her skin as she stood amongst the crowd of elegant strangers with Wilma anchored beside her. She was never the chatterbox Wilma was, but the pair had found it easy and comfortable to become friends. Wilma loved to talk, and Emily loved to listen.

	Harry led them to a group of the Porters’ acquaintances. Introductions were made. Wilma chatted and Emily smiled and listened. Emily never tasted champagne. She sipped at the glass eagerly, but the fizzing bubbles tickled her nose. She wiggled her nostrils surreptitiously, but the itch persisted. Her eyes began to water. She inhaled, but that only made it worse.

	Oh, good Lord! I’m going to sneeze! How mortifying! And I didn’t bring a kerchief.

	Her nose twitched. There was only one way out of her embarrassment. “Please excuse me,” she murmured and rushed off. She noticed French windows along one wall. Pinching her nostrils shut with gloved fingertips to squelch an embarrassed explosion of sneezing, she all but ran through an open doorway to the balcony outside.

	The Rose and the Blue drawing rooms were adjacent to one another with a large open archway between them so that the space could be opened for dancing in lieu of an immense ballroom situated in another part of the castle. French windows were flung open to the balcony outside both rooms. Many of the guests had sought a breath of fresh air this evening. A cool night breeze brushed across Emily cheeks as she stepped onto the stone balcony. Turning her back, she slipped into shadows beyond the doors. Unable to totally quell her sneezes, tiny spasms exploded from Emily’s nose and throat, one after the other.

	A male voice close behind her suddenly invaded her ears. “May I be of help?”

	Emily gasped for air after smothering another unwanted series of sneezes. Flustered and embarrassed, she shook her head silently, unwilling to face the voice from behind her.

	“Forgive me, but you seemed in some kind of distress.”

	Emily shook her head more fiercely this time. “No, I am n-not at all,” she responded, sniffing noisily. “I’m…I’m much better now. Thank you.”

	A white gloved hand reached over her shoulder, dangling a pristine, cambric square next to her cheek. The kerchief fluttered in the light breeze.

	“Oh,” Emily sniveled. “You’re very kind, sir.” She accepted the cambric and pressed it against her twitching nose. Feeling another urge to sneeze, she pinched her nostrils and breathed through her mouth, praying she’d be able to stop the itch.

	“I shall be fine in a minute or two,” she mumbled, now aware how close the stranger stood behind her. He must be tall. His breath blew across her nape and bare shoulders. Finally, she managed to smother the urge to sneeze. Instead, his proximity and warm breath on her skin became the problem.

	“I heard odd noises from nearby, but I first thought it was someone weeping. Has something frightened you, madam? Or has someone been nasty or unkind?”

	Emily sucked in a choked breath. “Weeping?” She paused, clearing her throat. “No, of course not. I never cry.”

	“Well then…”

	“I-I’m sorry. Please allow me to apologize.” Emily hesitated. “You see…”

	Her composure had fallen into place when she turned to explain. The first thing her eyes locked upon was the man’s pristine shirtfront and elegantly knotted cravat. A jeweled stickpin winked in the center of his broad chest. When she lifted her gaze higher, candlelight illuminated a very familiar, saturnine countenance reflected on the French windows. Emily gaped what was followed by a sudden, feminine squeak.

	* * * *

	Abruptly, Gavin backed away. He came onto the balcony to smoke a last cheroot. Mingling with other guests during the last half hour, he would now seek his bed as soon as he could politely manage it.

	He held out his handkerchief. A subtle perfume wafted up from the inky tresses nestling against the woman’s bare shoulders. No other female’s scent had affected him so effortlessly during a recent encounter with Lilianne’s governess. This experience left him a little giddy. Had his senses deceived him? No, he must be mistaken. It couldn’t be her.

	“You have me at a distinct disadvantage.” Tilting his head to one side, Gavin asked, “Am I seeing someone’s twin on the duke’s balcony, eh?”

	“Oh, good heavens, Lord Leathem!” Emily grimaced. Her cheeks blushed with chagrin. “No, it’s only me. Do forgive me—”

	Gavin interrupted. “Hold up!” He bent close to peer down at Emily’s face. “Aha! It is you.”

	“Yes. I-I shall return your handkerchief when it is laundered, my lord.” She had blown her runny nose in the earl’s cambric. She had started to return it, then realized she shouldn’t.

	“Forget about my kerchief, Miss Dancy. It is of no consequence. Instead, I’m rather curious about a few other things. What were those noises you made?”

	Emily was calmer now. “I’m plagued at times by sneezing fits, my lord, caused by what is called rose fever, I believe. But tonight I believe it was champagne bubbles that tickled m-my nose. I knew I was going to sneeze, and I couldn’t just stand there amongst the duke’s guests and let it happen. I had to get away before I made a spectacle of myself.”

	Emily’s string of excuses trailed into silence.

	The earl chuckled, easily amused by her story.

	Never having heard him laugh out loud before, a warm sound crept across her bare skin like a gentle touch. “So, you see,” she went on to explain, “I was not weeping, my lord, I was sneezing.”

	“How…very quaint.” He coughed. “Well, umm, I daresay I thought I may have to slap a glove across a cheek, demand pistols at dawn or such if someone has overset you in an ungentlemanly manner.” Gavin chuckled again. “But let’s forget that, Miss Dancy. Now, you must tell me how you came to be here at the duke’s party. I thought you were visiting your friend, Lady Porter.”

	“Wilma invited me to accompany her and Lord Harry before I asked you for a holiday. Wilma can, at times, be quite the bully, my lord. She threatened to write to you and ask for permission if I didn’t do so myself. I became a substitute guest when her younger sister couldn’t attend the party due to illness.”

	“I mentioned a trip with us to Oxfordshire—”

	“I know, Lord Leathem. I’m sorry. I wasn’t truthful.” Emily turned away and walked across the balcony toward the balustrade. Gavin followed her.

	Looking out over the darkened landscape behind the castle, she paused before murmuring, “I’ll leave here tomorrow, Lord Leathem. I won’t embarrass you nor the Porters. I had been worried already that my uncle’s name may have come up in conversation.”

	Gavin gazed at Emily with new eyes. Candlelight shone from the Rose Room and enhanced the girl’s classical features with youthful, feminine allure. Again, he felt the same odd attraction he noticed in his study. How blushingly pretty she looked tonight in an elegant evening gown with her hair softly curled. He thought back and remembered what she wore daily in London. Unfashionable gowns, her hair slicked behind her ears and held there by ugly tortoise hairpins.

	What a difference! He scarcely connected the dowdy governess with the enticing young woman standing by his side. The rose-colored gown did wonders for her complexion. Her hair was piled atop her head, a few saucy curls nestled against her cheeks and on her fashionably bare shoulders. Wispy strands teased her small, finely shaped ears. A few finger curls softened her smooth forehead. And her eyes—ahh, those odd-colored, intriguing, eyes—light blue and clear as crystal—sparkled in the light reaching onto the balcony from the candlelit drawing rooms. Quite extraordinary. He’d never seen eyes that color before, framed by thick, sooty lashes that had jolted him in the chest.

	“I’ll tell the Porters.”

	“You’re leaving?” Gavin humphed, responding quickly. “Don’t be silly, Miss Dancy. I won’t have you deserting the duke’s party on my account. I told you when we spoke that you were to enjoy yourself when away from your duties. We definitely agreed to that if you will recall.”

	“Yes, but what if—”

	“If you are bothered about your uncle, forget him.” Gavin firmly dismissed her argument. “His problem need not touch you. I’ll do what I can to forestall gossip about your relationship with him while we’re here. It seems rather shameful that you are saddled with a black-hearted and traitorous relative for no good reason.”

	“You are quite the noble gentleman, Lord Leathem,” Emily murmured.

	“Me? Noble? Hmm…well, the designation comes with the title, I suppose, Miss Dancy.”

	Why do I feel so dammed pleased that Emily Dancy has a good opinion about me?

	Emily slowly turned back toward the Rose Room. “I had best go inside and find Wilma. She will wonder where I am. Thank goodness, though, I don’t feel more sneezing fits coming on. I suppose I won’t as long as I don’t drink any more fizzy wine.” Emily wrinkled her nose and smiled up at Gavin, most of her earlier anxieties now forgotten.

	“Thank you again, Lord Leathem, for letting me stay at the party.”

	An unprecedented notion took hold in his mind.

	“Miss Dancy, I’m currently headed for bed. I rode here from Oxfordshire two days ago and I require a full night’s rest. I’m sure we’ll meet tomorrow. Meanwhile, a few words of advice if I may. Pleasure and happiness are momentary and neither lasts forever. I can vouch for that, hmm? So, enjoy your stay, your week here.” The earl smiled down at her. “Now, I shall wish you goodnight.”

	“Well then, goodnight, Lord Leathem.” She left him, returned to the Rose Room, and located Wilma and Lord Harry.

	* * * *

	Gavin remained where he stood, watching Emily return to the crowded Rose Room. He leaned his hips against the balustrade, arms crossed over his chest, the soles of his silver-buckled evening shoes planted on the stone floor. For long minutes, he gazed up at the starry sky before igniting his last smoke. His thoughts now centered on Emily Dancy. His attraction to her had deepened, cluttering his mind and stirring curiosity about her and her family. A second notion took root in his brain as well; his aunt had put the damn bug in his head. He couldn’t stop thinking about it…or about his new, appealing governess.

	Blowing out a perfect smoke ring, Gavin decided to visit the tiny hamlet of Toynton-under-Hill first thing tomorrow. Spurred by inquisitiveness, he would seek information about Emily Dancy, her parents, and even that blackguard uncle of hers. She grew up in a nearby village, so it seemed a logical place to investigate what he could discover.

	Finishing his cheroot, Gavin nudged his way through the noisy throng; many guests were still busy mingling. He nodded to some he knew, but didn’t linger to chat. Jordan had waited up for him in his chamber. He assisted the earl out of his clothes though Gavin told the man he wasn’t needed. He then helped Leathem into a silk robe and poured him a generous tot of brandy. A clock on the mantelpiece chimed one o’clock. A tray of cold, roasted fowl, sliced beef, hard cheese, a half loaf of bread, and a crock of butter, rested on a table next to a high-backed chair. Gavin threw himself down onto the plump cushions. “Wake me early tomorrow, Jordan. I’m visiting a nearby village first thing in the morning.”

	“Aye, m’lord. Anything else I can do for you now?” his valet asked.

	Gavin shook his head, leaning back. “No, nothing.”

	“Then I wish you goodnight, m’lord, and rest well.”

	 

	


Chapter 5

	NATURALLY, Emily had to tell Wilma about her encounter with the earl as soon as they managed a private moment.

	“Leathem is here at the duke’s house party?” Surprised, Emily’s friend’s brows rose. “Oh my, that’s something. I heard the earl rarely attends parties like this. What did he say, Emmie, when he saw you?”

	“I don’t think he knew it was me until I told him who I was.”

	“Hmm,” Wilma murmured, her smile sly. “I’m not surprised. You looked ravishing this evening. Even Harry commented. His friends pestered him to be introduced. You made quite a splash tonight, my dear, but then I knew you would.” Wilma chuckled softly. “But first tell me exactly what the earl had to say.”

	“He said he thought I might be my twin sister.”

	Wilma giggled. “What else did he say? Did he say you were pretty?”

	“No, of course not,” Emily said, ducking her head, her cheeks turning pink “The thing is, Willy, I was terribly embarrassed.”

	“Why? Why should you be embarrassed? You are an invited guest here the same as he is.”

	“No, not that. It was because I had a sneezing fit. You know how I had those fits during the spring and summer?”

	“I do remember. You believed it was caused by roses.”

	“Well, it was different this time. It was the fizzy bubbles in the champagne. That’s why I had to excuse myself.”

	“Oh dear,” Wilma giggled. “Champagne bubbles do tickle your nose, don’t they? But don’t you love it?”

	“Truthfully, the wine was a little tart for my liking, but that wasn’t what I wanted to tell you.” Emily went on smiling. “The earl heard me…at least, he heard somebody making funny noises. I hid in a dark spot on the balcony when I couldn’t stop sneezing. He didn’t know it was me…even before he offered me his kerchief and asked if I was weeping.”

	“Goodness! That was rather nice of him.”

	“Yes, I thought so, too. My back was turned, but I recognized his voice right off. It’s very deep, Willy, and a little raspy. So I grabbed the cambric and—”

	Emily stopped, blinked, and started to giggle. “Oh, Willy…my nose was dripping because of so much sneezing, so I had to blow it. Then I was flustered and almost handed the square back to him all wet and gooey!”

	“Good gracious!” Wilma snickered along with Emily, her eyes gleaming with amusement. It was like old times, the two giggling like silly schoolgirls. Wilma inhaled a breath then asked, “What happened next, Em?”

	“Well, I yanked his kerchief back, promising I’d launder it before returning it.” Emily almost gagged on her giggles, her chin bobbing. When her breathing calmed, she said, “Can you imagine how I felt, Willy? It was dreadful, I was mortified.”

	Her friend nodded in agreement.

	“I must say, though, Lord Leathem was quite nice about it. He did say he thought I was bawling! Me, bawling! Can you imagine? You never saw me doing such a thing, did you? I was never a watering pot. Well…only when Mama and Papa died.”

	“I know, dear, you were always the intrepid and courageous one. You never cried…even when your old, mangy, yellow cat lay down and breathed her last.”

	“We gave Miss Kitty a fine funeral though, didn’t we, Willy? Remember?”

	“We did, indeed. You dug the hole and said some prayers over her. We even went back a few times to put daisies on her grave.”

	Wilma sighed, her blue eyes had a faraway look in them when she spoke again. “Goodness sakes, Emmie, right after I left you on Regent Street, I caught up with Harry. I had to tell him about us. So many wonderful memories came back to me. Do you ever think about those days?”

	“Of course, I do. I never wanted to leave the village.” Emily had buried most of her bitter memories down deep. “Those halcyon days seem very long ago,” she murmured with a noticeable sigh. Then she blinked and continued talking. “But let me finish, will you?” She pursed her lips. “By then my wits had returned, so I told Lord Leathem I would leave here tomorrow.”

	“Why? Why should you—?”

	Emily interrupted her friend. “It was only because—well, now I have to tell you something else.” It was time she confessed the bad news about her uncle to her bosom bow.

	“I didn’t mention this when I should have. And it’s not very nice.” Emily met her friend’s questioning look. “It’s about my uncle, Willy.” She licked dry lips then swallowed. “When we ran into each other that day, I knew you hadn’t read the Tattler—”

	“That gossip rag?” Willy grumbled.

	“Exactly. There was an article in it that morning about my Uncle Eustace. Do you remember him?”

	“Vaguely. You told me about him only in bits and pieces. I never met him. You said he rarely visited the village.”

	“Well, my uncle is currently in the Tower of London. He’s accused of spying for the French.”

	“Oh, dear God, help us, Emily!” Wilma exclaimed, smothering a gasp from behind gloved fingers. “That’s dreadful!” Wilma slumped backward, obviously trying to recover her equilibrium after her friend’s surprised announcement. Then she responded rather stoically. “Well, it’s my opinion, Emily, that none of this has anything to do with you.” She arched an elegantly tweezed eyebrow. “You barely know the man.”

	“That’s true, yes.” Emily’s voice wavered, but she went on to explain. “After my parents died, Willy, I lived with my uncle in London the past eighteen months. It was…horrible. My father made Eustace my legal guardian until I’m one and twenty.”

	Emily stared down at clenched hands in her lap.

	“I never liked him; he wasn’t—isn’t—very nice. But he’s all I have left of my family. And now, he’s brought a terrible scandal down upon me. One I shall never live down.” Emily’s voice broke. “You…and Lord Harry…should not be seen with me.” She sucked in a taut breath. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Wilma, really I am. I should have told you this before now. And I should never have accepted your invitation to the duke’s party.”

	The two friends had retired to a ladies’ withdrawing room for a moment of peace and quiet away from the hubbub still going on in the public salons.

	“Just be quiet,” Wilma commanded. “I need to think about this.” She wrinkled her brow before grabbing one of Emily’s hands and squeezing it. “Does Leathem know about your uncle? Was that why he asked you to leave?”

	“No, no, Willy, you are mistaken. He didn’t ask me to leave.” Emily’s gaze met Wilma’s. “The day I bumped into you, I told him about the Tattler’s article. He knew about my uncle. And Leathem is nothing like what I thought he would be. He didn’t rant at me when I was absolutely certain he’d sack me. Instead, he—well, he told me to calm down. Then he said everything would be fine.”

	Wilma peered into Emily’s crystal clear eyes. “What did he say then?”

	Emily sighed again. “You should know, Willy, that the earl has a most commanding presence. Being so tall and all. But meeting him face-to-face unexpectedly tonight flabbergasted me totally—”

	“Never mind that, Em. What did you do when you ran into him on the balcony?”

	“Nothing, at first. I was speechless!”

	“Were you afraid?”

	“Afraid? No, why should I be afraid? The earl has a very wide charitable streak in him. He let me take my holiday without making a fuss.” Emily paused. “Wilma, he’s different…in other ways, too.” She remembered Leathem carrying her packages for her when she returned from shopping. It should have been a footman’s job, not his.

	“I’ve never met him, Emmie. Is he anything like my Harry?”

	Emily hesitated. “Well…no…not at all. I think Harry and the earl are quite different, Wilma.”

	“Oh? What are you hinting at? Don’t you think my Harry is handsome?” Wilma’s eyes flickered with a haughty light, her words crisp.

	“Of course, Lord Harry is handsome, Willy. Don’t take what I said the wrong way. Your Harry is…well, he’s quite fine looking and very nice, really. His face is rounder than the earl’s where Leathem’s features are cut sharp with square jaws. And the earl’s eyes are a dark brown and look right through you. It’s quite disconcerting.” Emily glanced away. At one time, she thought he could read her mind.

	“And Leathem isn’t like Lord Harry, who is so friendly and comfortable to be with. When I first met Leathem, I thought him unapproachable. Rather brusque in his mannerisms. He was different when we spoke about my uncle though. And tonight, on the balcony, he was different, too. He told me to stay at the party and enjoy myself, and I think he meant it. He even promised to squelch gossip about my uncle if it comes up. Oh, Willy, I couldn’t ask anything more than that from him.”

	Wilma’s brow smoothed. “You know, Emmie, I must tell Harry about this. And I’ll ask him to divert any talk about your uncle, too, if it comes up. I don’t know if he read the article you’re talking about, but if he did, he never said a word about it to me. He may not realize there’s a connection between your uncle’s surname and yours. But it wouldn’t make a difference once he’s met you. Your uncle’s criminal behavior has no bearing on you, and I’ll tell him so. I know my darling husband, Emily. He accepts London’s gossip with a grain of salt, same as I do. So don’t fret yourself about this.” Wilma squeezed Emily’s hand a second time. “Trust me that we’re both your friends and will keep mum.”

	Emily hugged Wilma. “Thank you. Oh, thank you, Willy. How I have missed you.”

	“And I missed you as well.” Wilma smiled warmly. “Now then, I think we should return to the party. If I’m not mistaken, Throckmorton was looking for you.” Wilma winked. “Remember that Harry warned you, though. If that rascal flirts with you, don’t believe a word of it. He’s a silver-tongued charmer, so don’t hang your heart on what he says. He’s not like my dear Harry.”

	* * * *

	Jordan woke Gavin, had him shaved and dressed before ordering a hot breakfast of curried eggs, kippers, ham, fresh baked bread and butter, and a pot of Turkish coffee. Gavin had to be one of the duke’s first guests to greet the day. Last night’s festivities lasted until well after midnight. Exhausted by his extensive ride from Oxfordshire, Gavin had fallen into bed as if drugged, his muscles stiff and aching. After a night’s rest and a hearty breakfast, he approached one of the duke’s grooms and requested use of a borrowed horse. His mount, Pegasus, deserved a rest after their lengthy gallop from his aunt’s manor.

	The hamlet of Toynton-under-Hill nestled amidst the hills and fields of Carlisle’s immense ancestral estate. Gavin’s eyes scoured his surroundings, acclimating himself as he trotted along a dusty lane. The village appeared to be like any English village, only smaller. His first view had a church’s steeple pointing to the sky.

	Gavin trotted by a blacksmith’s shop, hearing heavy blows landing against an anvil as metal on metal clanged in rhythm to the beat of the blacksmith’s hammer. Smoke curled above an open shed before being blown away by a light breeze.

	The earl next passed a sturdy-looking, three-storied inn built in the Tudor style. A wooden arch stretched over the entrance to the stable yard and coaching area. A mud-spattered coach, its driver, two postillions, and the inn’s hostlers stood chatting, obviously, waiting for customers to break their fast and climb aboard. The inn appeared large enough for a half dozen overnight guests. King’s Court Inn was incised in white letters on a wooden sign that was slowly buffeted by the wind. Another Tudor edifice, the White Dove Tavern, was gouged into another structure’s unpainted façade, and appeared to be the hamlet’s only drinking establishment.

	Gavin kneed the horse further along the street. A few curious onlookers glanced his way as he rode by. An owner swept the entrance to a small butcher shop. A hand-lettered sign hanging in a draper’s window stated it was open for business. Across the narrow street, a milliner had just placed a fancy bonnet trimmed with fluffy plumes in the shop’s window. Catching the earl’s eye as he rode by, she sent Gavin a coy smile. He touched a gloved finger to his top hat’s brim and nodded back.

	Two large, wooden wagons and a closed carriage stood along the street. Sleepy-eyed horses dozed, awaiting return of their owners or drivers. As Gavin neared the end of the short street, he came upon three small, identical, thatched-roofed cottages. High grass sprouted between the dirt thoroughfare where a narrow verge was backed by a stone wall. A one-lane bridge, built of the same stone as the wall, spanned a meandering stream. The narrow bridge led east toward the Channel. Gavin had ridden into Surrey from the west to Wyndemere. He reined his mount into a halt, his eyes peering at the rugged landscape beyond the bridge.

	The blast of a carriage horn alerted travelers to board or be left behind. Soon a coach pulled by four prancing steeds burst from the inn’s stable yard. A burley driver handled the ribbons as metal shod hooves pounded toward the earl. Gavin reined his nervous mount to one side. Ironclad coach wheels threw up clouds of gritty dust as they rumbled past, clattering noisily across the stone bridge. Postillions urged the horses upward toward England’s east coast. Taking his twitchy mount firmly in control, the earl turned the animal back toward the White Dove Tavern

	Damn if I’m not curious as hell about Emily Dancy and her family. Maybe a tankard of ale or two and some questions will elicit a bit of useful information in the pub.

	* * * *

	Emily was awakened by noises from the bedchamber next to hers. Masculine grunts and feminine squeaks and giggles. She sat up, fully awake now, her cheeks stung by blushes as she rolled out of bed, guessing what was going on next door. She poured water from a pewter ewer into a china basin set in the washstand, and doused her hot cheeks with the cool liquid, drying her face and hands with a fluffy cloth. She couldn’t help herself, and she held her breath and listened. Silence reigned next door. Emily exhaled as questions crowded her brain. What exactly did married people do in bed?

	The idea of being in bed with a man had Emily’s heart palpitating. Do they kiss and hug? Emily rarely hugged anyone except her mother. Or maybe Wilma. What did it feel like to be crushed against a man’s body? For example, genial Lord Harry?

	Naughty thoughts slashed across Emily’s mind.

	What about the earl? What on earth brought him to mind?

	Emily knew the reason for that, and answered her own question.

	Last night I stood very close to him in the dark, talking, and I felt…things.

	Her skin heated. She couldn’t forget when his warm breath brushed the back of her neck and shoulders. Or when he leaned real close and offered her his kerchief. How very handsome he looked in evening dress. For a scary instant, she wanted to hug him because he had been so…nice…about everything. Now, wasn’t that notion utterly ridiculous!

	Unconsciously, Emily’s mind flipped back to Anthony Kendall. She had wondered if he would kiss her. Instead, he did nothing improper. And quite happily, she knew that kiss would never happen.

	Her mind still churned, however, by curiosity. And it led her down an uncharted path. Sounds from the Porters’ bedchamber had her nipples tingling against her night-rail when she took a deep breath. She cupped her breasts to stop the odd feeling. A jolt of pleasure ran along a nerve when she brushed across the tip. She gasped, startled at what she felt. Then, slowly, she experimented. Rubbing a nipple sent new sensations to the place between her thighs. Feeling sheepish, she squeezed her legs together.

	Emily wondered if Wilma touched herself there. If so, did she like it? And what if—

	Her mind froze. Wilma must know everything after being married for two years. Good heavens! She thought. What if she never married? A lonely, dried-up, spinster-governess without a husband or family to comfort her during her old age.

	“Miss Dancy? Are you awake?”

	Emily caught her breath. Wilma’s lady’s maid was at the door.

	“’Tis me, Betsy.”

	“Oh, unh, Betsy. Yes, I’m awake. Please, come in.”

	“Good morning, Miss.” The girl pushed the door open with an elbow, a loaded tray held in front of her. “I hope I didn’t disturb ye none. I brung up a pot of hot chocolate, a crock of butter, two scones, and a jar of orange marmalade. I thought ye might like something to nibble on before going down for a full breakfast.”

	Emily glanced at a china clock on a nearby table. “Goodness, Betsy, it is after eight o’clock. I wonder what kept me asleep so long.”

	“Must’ve been excitement from y’tidday, Miss Dancy.”

	“Please,” Emily said, “call me Emily? I’d like it if you would.”

	“But—”

	“Lady Wilma is your mistress, not me. There’s no distinction between you and me, Betsy. I’m a governess and an employee just like you, only in a different capacity.”

	“Well, miss, if that’s what ye think is right…”

	“Yes. I do. Now,” Emily smiled, “my mouth is watering for a cup of that hot chocolate.”

	Betsy grinned and set the tray on a table next to a chair. “Sit yourself down…err, Miss Emily. I’ll fix it for you while you don your dressing gown.”

	Emily sipped hot chocolate and bit into a warm scone dripping with fresh-churned butter and marmalade. Meanwhile, Betsy meandered around the room, straightening things on the vanity table, retrieving several tortoiseshell hairpins that had fallen to the carpet during the rush to get Emily dressed for last night’s formal reception.

	“I dare not tap on m’lady’s door yet,” the maid explained. “Not till she yanks on a bell cord to summon me.” Betsy winked over at Emily slyly. “She and Lord Harry are like newlyweds even though they were wed almost two years ago.”

	Emily looked up, her expression openly curious. “And?”

	“Well, Lord Harry, ye see…” Betsy chuckled lightly. “He’s as randy as a billy goat most mornings. And I seen them sneaking off times during the day, too. Och, the noises he makes. Ooooeee! M’lord enjoys himself aplenty with his lady wife. I’m surprised she ain’t increasing.”

	Emily’s cheeks turned rosy. “I wouldn’t know, Betsy. It was only a week ago that Lady Wilma and me found each other after being separated for two years. We were bosom bows in Toynton-under-Hill. Then my parents were killed, and I was sent off to London so we lost touch.”

	“Aye, ’tis a shame to lose a close friend. My favorite cousin went into service as a nursemaid when a family moved to Bath. We was real good chums. But she niver sent me her direction, and I didn’t know where to write. I still don’t know what happened to her.”

	Emily nodded, sympathetically, and swallowed the rest of her hot chocolate.

	“Well, now, Miss Emily,” Betsy went on, “I’ll help you dress. When I came up here, I heard some gentlemen talking. They’re exploring the duke’s estate on horseback. Do you ride, Miss Emily?”

	“Me? No, Betsy. My father kept a carriage horse, but no riding horse.”

	“Ah, well, I’ll do your hair up for ye. Them young dandies will be back here flocking around ye again when they return from a gallop.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	THE tap room of the White Dove Tavern was almost empty. Gavin made himself known to the owner, Bartlemew Whiggs, but didn’t mention his title. He ordered a tankard of ale and drank it slowly while asking casual questions.

	“I smoked the last of my favorite cheroots yesterday. Is there a tobacconist in the village who stocks little cigars?”

	“Best try Gar Finley’s shop, Mr. Fielding. Gar’s been ‘round the world, he has. Stocks most everythin’ a fine gentleman like you would need. Ole Gar, he sailed the seven seas mending sails, so if’n you need new duds, he’s a fine tailor, too.”

	“Thank you. I’ll be staying at Wyndemere Castle for a few days. How long have you done business here, Mr. Whiggs?”

	“My da owned the White Dove b’fore me. Four decades ago or more. I rushed the growler for ’im as a boy.”

	“Aha, then you must know everyone in the village.”

	“Aye, that I do.”

	“Don’t mind me asking, but I’m curious. What do you know about the Dancys?” Gavin swallowed the last of his ale and tossed a silver coin onto the mahogany bar. The bartender grinned, and grabbed the earl’s mug and quickly refilled it.

	“What do you want to know?”

	“I heard the parents died here a few years back.”

	“Aye, they did. They were a fine couple.”

	“What happened to them?”

	“Carriage accident. Axle broke. John Dancy and his missus were thrown out of the open carriage. Landed on a pile of sharp rocks, both ‘o them. Hurt bad, they was, comin’ back from market day. Heard they broke their necks. A stranger found ’em. They niver woke up. The horse had to be put down, too.” The barkeep paused. “The Dancys had a daughter.”

	“The daughter had no relatives?”

	“None. No…wait a minute,” Whiggs hesitated. “Aye, now I recall. There was one, a brother older, I think, than John Dancy.”

	Gavin leaned forward. “Who? Who was he?”

	“Eustace Dancy was his name. And I remember hearing he was a real troublemaker. Did some thievin’ hereabouts. That much I know fer sure. But he never got caught.”

	“No magistrate, Mr. Whiggs?”

	“Not then, but yer lookin’ at the village’s magistrate now. Word got ‘round that Eustace feller weren’t blood kin of the Dancy’s. Seems he was ’dopted by John’s parents when John’s mother was thought ta be barren. But it surprised his parents somewhat when John was born.” Whiggs chuckled and went on. “I saw Eustace once or twice when he visited John and Grace. Never stayed long. Last I remember seeing him ’twas a day or so before the Dancys’ accident almost two years ago.”

	Gavin’s mind spiraled. Could Eustace have had anything to do with the Dancys’ death?

	“Tell me the rest.” Leathem sipped at his ale, prompting the man to go on.

	“As I said, both the Dancys were killed…them and the badly injured horse still in the traces of their wrecked carriage and lying scattered on the steep slope hours after the accident took place.”

	“Is the stone bridge the only road out of the village?”

	“Aye. The road rises up steep-like from level ground into the hills farther east. The

	Dancys were comin’ home, not leavin’. Must have been goin’ downhill too fast when one of the carriage’s wheels come off.”

	“Umm, could be.” Gavin swallowed another mouthful of ale. “You say you never spoke to Eustace Dancy?”

	“No. I didn’t like his looks neither. Rough and tumble. And I heard he was a nasty-mouthed bastard.” Whiggs balled the bar rag up between his fingers. “John Dancy and his missus was good people. He was a cooper and she took in fancy sewing. They lived quietly with their young daughter.”

	“What about her?”

	“The daughter? Umm? Well…she was a pretty little thing. She made friends with Squire Traymore’s eldest daughter. Them two was soon bosom bows.” Whiggs chuckled. “Grew up fine-lookin’, both of them. Squire Traymore’s wife sent young Wilma off to a ladies’ finishing school so she could make her come out. Dancys’ gel was heartsick missin’ her best friend somethin’ terrible.” The bartender leaned in close. “’Twas rumored the Dancys saved up for their daughter’s come out, too. But they died real sudden like.” Whiggs shook his head sadly. “Who knows? Mebbe John’s adopted brother stole their life savings.” The bartender winked, knowingly. “He came here right after the Dancys were buried and took the gel off with him. It was rumored later he was made her guardian in John’s will.”

	The taproom was growing noisier now as customers from the village dribbled in. The bartender moved off to pull several mugs of ale for them before returning to converse with Gavin.

	“Kin I fill yer tankard, sir?”

	“Only a few more questions, if you don’t mind, Mr. Whiggs. Do you know if Eustace took the girl to London with him?”

	Whiggs scratched his head. “I wouldn’t know where he took her.”

	“Would you know Eustace Dancy if you saw him again?”

	“Aye, that much I would. As I told you, he was rough-lookin’. Nothin’ what I’d call a gentleman. I didn’t like his looks nor him. I saw him shove the gel into a carriage that day. She sure didn’t want ta go, but he made her. Then he jumped in with her, and drove off in a big hurry. Can’t rightly say what happened to her.”

	“Do you know where the Dancys came from originally?”

	“Naw. John niver mentioned his former life. His wife neither.”

	Just then, an ancient villager entered the tap and shuffled his way to the bar. The bartender glanced over at him, quickly filled a tankard, and carried it to the old codger. “How ye be this mornin’, Jonas?”

	“If yer askin’ if I be still breathin’, Bart Whiggs, my answer is aye,” the old man quipped, giving him a toothy grin. “Ye may not get the same answer t’morra if ye ask me.” He cackled crustily, slapping the bar with a gnarled hand. Foam splashed over the rim of his full tankard.

	The bartender grinned and wiped up the spill, turned and went back to speak with Gavin.

	“As I was saying, Mr. Fielding, Jonas there might know more. Been here more’n thirty years. He knew John Dancy. The missus, however, kept pretty much to herself, didn’t mingle with the village women.”

	By now, more villagers had entered the taproom, settling on benches at tables.

	“I appreciate what you told me, Mr. Whiggs.” Tapping his knuckles on the mahogany bar, Gavin waved a ‘thank you’ to the barkeep. The coin he threw down on the polished wood would more than compensate for the ale along with the information he gleaned from the bartender.

	Outside, Leathem paused and squinted along the narrow street one more time, eyeing the stone bridge and the steep hill leading out of the village. He was still curious about Emily’s folks and Eustace—especially, where Emily and her parents came from originally. How did Eustace fit in with her family? He wondered, too, about Emily’s friendship with Lady Wilma Porter. Perhaps he’d learn more from Harry, do some casual snooping at Wyndemere. But before he left the area, he’d make another visit to Toynton-under-Hill and the White Dove Tavern.

	Gavin mounted his borrowed horse and rode back toward Wyndemere and what activities, if any, the duke and duchess had in store for their guests this afternoon.

	* * * *

	Emily decided she would sneak away this morning to visit her parents’ and grandparents’ graves. It was no hardship to walk from the duke’s castle to the village. As girls, she and Wilma had strolled along that country lane often.

	“Betsy, I wonder if you can help me with something?”

	“Of course, Miss Emily. What is it?”

	“Lady Wilma and Lord Harry aren’t yet awake, but I am. I’m going to take a walk. It may sound foolish, but the castle is so vast I’m not sure I can find a way to the outside. Can you show me?”

	“No problem, Miss Emily. It weren’t easy for me to find my way either,” she replied with a giggle. “This place is big. One of the maids had to show me. Come on, follow me. I’ll show you out through the kitchen.”

	Outside, Emily encountered men weeding the kitchen garden. She stopped to speak with one of them.

	“May I bother you?” she asked. “Can you tell me how to get to Toynton-under-Hill from here?”

	Looking up from his chores, the man asked, “Yer thinkin’ o’walkin’ there alone, Miss? Would ye like me to find someone to accompany ye?”

	“No, no, don’t bother anyone. I lived in the village until two years ago, but…”

	The middle-aged workman, dropped his hoe, and yanked off his cap, clutching it one-handed. “Ye lived in Toynton-under-Hill, Miss? I wonder if ye could be—?”

	“Emily Dancy? Yes. Do I know you?”

	“I’m Rufus, nephew to Jonas Sparks, Miss Dancy. I’m back from Wellington’s army.”

	“Of course! I remember your uncle.”

	“The duke hired me jest recently, or I don’t know what I’d do. What with missing this arm half cut off and all…”

	Emily only now noticed an empty sleeve pinned to the man’s jacket.

	“I’m sorry about your arm, Rufus.”

	“No sorrier than I am, Miss. But I heard of yer loss, too, a few years ago.”

	“Thank you, Rufus. Yes, I still miss my parents.”

	“Are ye employed here like me, Miss Dancy?”

	“No.” She shook her head. “It just happens that I’m a guest here for the week.”

	“Well, now,” he said, grinning. A gap in his smile displayed a missing tooth. “Then ye’ve come up in the world, ain’t ye?”

	Emily skipped explanations with a vague reply how she became to be at the duke’s party. “I suppose you may say that.” Abruptly she changed the subject. “Can you direct me toward the village from here, Rufus. It’s been a while, and I’ve a mind to visit my relatives’ graves.”

	“Aye. There’s a short cut through the back garden, though it’s not used much nowadays. It will put ye on the wilderness path that leads to the lane toward the village.”

	She chuckled. “I became befuddled when I came out the side door. I should have remembered that. Wilma Traymore and I walked that wilderness path many times.”

	“The castle can confuse ye,” he said, adding a bit of male humor.

	Waving to the one-armed gardener, Emily smiled when a morning breeze ruffled her hair. It felt so good to be back in the country, away from the dirt, fog, and dampness of London’s smoke-clogged streets. She reached up and untied the bonnet ribbons from under her chin, looping them around her neck. She let her new bonnet with its ostrich plume hang down her back. Skipping happily along the path, she felt as free as a bird, slowing only when she came to a narrow, overgrown section on the wilderness path, some downed trees blocking its twists and turns. She and Wilma walked this way many a day to get a close look at the duke’s magnificent edifice.

	Emily ducked into the high grass along the path when she heard hoof beats coming toward her. Not wishing to encounter anyone, she eased farther into the woods, hid behind a leafy bush, and waited for the rider to pass. It dawned on her anyone galloping foolishly along that path would be in great danger unless they knew about the fallen trees blocking it. She came across several but easily ducked beneath them.

	Hoof beats came closer. If the rider didn’t slow down, he or his horse—or both—could be badly injured. She must warn the rider! Without thinking about her own danger, spontaneously, Emily burst from the woods through high grass and tangled vines. She leapt onto the middle of the path, grabbed her new bonnet with the fluffy feather, and waved it frantically above her head.

	* * * *

	As Gavin rode out of the hamlet, he felt the horse’s untapped energy coiling beneath him—the powerful animal was anxious to stretch his legs. Tapping the gelding’s sides lightly, the eager equine took off. The pair flew down the dirt lane, mane and tail whipping in the breeze as both enjoyed a refreshing gallop.

	The duke’s castle loomed in the distance. Spotting an opening into the woods on his left, the earl reined in the gelding. It looked like a short cut to the duke’s stables. Gavin turned onto the narrow path, adroitly guiding his mount through the gap. The gelding seemed eager to return to his stable, so Gavin loosened his grip and let him canter. The overgrown path soon narrowed farther as they rode through thick underbrush. He was about to rein the mount down to a walk when the startled animal whinnied in fright and reared up. Ironclad hoofs pawed the air in front of the earl. He was an excellent horseman, or he would have been thrown beneath the gelding’s slashing feet.

	“Bloody hell!” A roar like a lion escaped from the earl’s lips. Taken by surprise, his heart leapt into his throat.

	What bloody idiot jumped onto the path flapping something at the horse’s head?

	Using hands, legs, and equestrian expertise, Gavin firmly tamed the horse’s gyrating antics, forcing the frightened animal’s hoofs down onto the dirt. The overexcited gelding snorted, blowing noisily through wide open nostrils. He whirled in tight circles only a few strides away from a woman lying sprawled on her back, blocking the path. She could easily have been trampled.

	It took several tense moments before the earl had the gelding under firm control. His heart palpitating, he growled out a few more blue-tinged, ungentlemanly, epithets, and shot a fierce look at the person on the ground. If the animal hadn’t reared when he did, the woman who was bowled over could have been killed. Gavin’s temper flared. Unable to totally suppress his anger and consternation, annoyance blazed from his dark eyes. He had no idea who the female lying on the ground was. Spitting out curses in a rough masculine rumble, he yelled, “Dammit, woman! Who let you out of Bedlam? Why in the devil did you wave that damn thing at the horse’s head?”

	The earl’s ire flamed hotter, fiercely incensed, and inhaling a deep, exasperated breath, Gavin growled, “Who the hell are you?”

	His visual assessment began with a pair of half boots protruding from beneath Emily’s gown. Next, his eyes traveled forward. Filmy, silk stockings encased shapely calves and knees. He sucked in another deep breath and released it slowly. His gaze roved further over the rumpled gown, the soft muslin dipping into a valley between widespread legs. Without thinking, Gavin knew what he imagined.

	Suppressing those carnal thoughts, his dark eyes moved on, touching on hips and a small waist. Ample breasts filled her bodice nicely. She may as well be an orgiastic banquet spread before him, a feast for the eyes, a body on which to gorge himself. His cock twitched beneath his breeches’ flap. He was half hard in a matter of seconds.

	What in hell am I thinking?

	Leathem swallowed, unaware yet who lay on the ground below him. True, he hadn’t bedded a woman in months, and he had been thinking too much about Emily Dancy since last evening and more so this morning. But who was the woman sprawled in the path?

	* * * *

	Emily didn’t realize how close the horse and rider had been when the pair exploded around a blind curve. Snorting nostrils, flying mane, pumping muscles, and slashing hoofs appeared on her before she could shout a warning. Feather and ribbons flapped. Emily hurled herself backward until her heel caught on an exposed root, and she landed flat on her back in the horse’s path. She flung both forearms up to protect her face.

	The back of her head slammed against the ground. Breath whooshed out of her lungs, and for a moment, she saw stars. Struggling to get up, sharp pain shot through her head. She gulped air and held her breath, giving herself more time to gather her wits.

	She tried curling into a ball, but she must not have succeeded, because she lay in an ungainly, unladylike, sprawl. Reality hit when she realized the horse’s hoofs had never touched her, never stomped her. She felt pain because she had bumped her head.

	Thank you, God, for small favors, Emily groaned silently, her mind woozy and discombobulated. Her shoulders and backside hurt, too. She must be badly bruised. Struggling for calm, Emily’s heart pounded like a hammer against her ribs. Her brain still whirled, dizziness swamping her where she lay. But she had stopped trembling.

	And that reckless rider had the blasted gall to shout nasty curses at me!

	She pulled in a short breath, and removing her forearms, she uncovered her face very slowly. Opening her eyes, she squinted up at an enraged male—the Earl of Leathem!

	Oh, no!

	“Christ Almighty! Is that you, Emily?” Gavin sputtered, his expression incredulous. In a flash Gavin leapt off the horse, dropped the reins and his crop, yanked off his top hat, and fell to his knees in the dirt beside her. “Good God, are you hurt?” he exclaimed. “You must be! Where? Tell me. Show me.”

	“Unh…” Emily swallowed nervously and cleared her throat. With Leathem leaning over her, she could hardly speak. Tongue-tied by the unexpected sight of her employer, she just stared blindly up at him.

	Meanwhile disbelief raced rampant across Gavin’s countenance followed by a piercing flash of anxiety burning deep in his ebony eyes.

	“Unh…no…I-I don’t think so…I’m fine,” she muttered. Turning her head to look around, she winced and groaned. “Ouch!”

	The earl grabbed Emily’s shoulders, a little too tightly, she thought, grimacing from his strong grip.

	“Emily, don’t move, do you hear me! Stay still. But tell me what hurts you?”

	“Unh, my head hurts some…” She responded dully. She reached toward the back of her skull. “I may have bumped it rather hard,” she murmured, “when I fell backward. Ohh…there’s a goose egg on my skull!”

	The earl commanded, “I said don’t move!” He leaned closer. “Bloody hell, Emily, do you know you could have been trampled! Or killed, you foolish girl! What on earth were you thinking to stand in the middle of the path and flap that damn thing at me?” He glared at the bonnet lying beside her.

	The earl’s scornful scold flooded Emily’s crystal eyes with hot tears. He sounded so angry with her! She clamped her eyelids shut to stop tears from escaping. But she couldn’t stop a tiny whimper from squeezing from between her lips. Didn’t he know she tried desperately to warn him? He could have been thrown and badly injured if he didn’t slow down or realize what loomed ahead.

	“Emily, dammit, you are injured.” He heard her whimper again rather noisily. “Why didn’t you say something?”

	Emily’s cheeks were wet. He should have known she was hurt and not listened to what she professed to be fine. It was his damned recklessness that caused her pain.

	Emily opened her eyes and looked up at him, and thought, how strange that she never once saw Leathem so terribly angry or overset. He never turned a hair when a very old and expensive Chinese vase inadvertently slipped from Lilianne’s hands, scattering flowers, water, and pieces of porcelain on the Persian carpet. He merely called for a servant to clean up the mess.

	She watched the earl’s dark, anxious eyes searching the whereabouts for his horse. The big bay docilely nipped at tall grass a short distance away.

	“I’ll take you back to Wyndemere on horseback and summon a physician to examine you when we get there.” Gavin looked and sounded solicitous as he gazed down at her. The odd feeling struck him unexpectedly, making it difficult for him to breathe properly. He quickly swallowed the queasiness he had felt churning in his gut.

	“Blast it, Emily,” he grumped some more under his breath. “I’ll try to be gentle, but I want you up on that horse now. Can you help me, just a little?”

	Gavin had been using her given name all this while.

	Emily realized it, and her heart fluttered upon hearing the sound coming from his lips.

	“Y-you needn’t, my lord. I’ll just rest here for a little while.”

	“You’re not going anywhere but on that saddle with me.”

	Her skull and shoulders took the brunt of it when she fell. Luckily, the ground was spongy after a recent rainfall, or her injuries may have been much worse. She may have really cracked open her cranium.

	“I t-think I can stand.” She now inhaled deeply. “I-I’ll be…fine…in a moment or two. I’ll go where I was heading before…”

	She felt dizzy. Her mind was not working the way it should. The trouble now was that she wasn’t sure where she had been heading before.

	“You’re being stubborn and rather foolish, my dear. You’re hurt, so listen to me and don’t argue. You’ll do what I tell you. Do you understand? Now be still and don’t move.”

	* * * *

	The earl’s strong hands helped Emily to her feet. The ground swayed ominously beneath her. Gavin wrapped his arms around her to steady her. Emily gasped when her breasts brushed the earl’s chest. She had never been held this close by any man but her father. And only when she was very young. Again, she pictured Wilma and Lord Harry hugging and kissing.

	Gavin urged her forward to reach the gelding. When she stumbled, he asked nervously, “Are you going to swoon?”

	“I hope not, Lord Leathem.”

	Shaking her head, Emily soon found that move wasn’t a good idea.

	She pressed palms against his chest to loosen his hold. “I can walk by myself.”

	Instead, he bent and scooped her up into his arms.

	“My lord!” she squeaked.

	“Shush, Emily, you’re not walking anywhere. We’re riding to Carlisle’s. The gelding is quite calm, see? You frightened him is all, flapping that frilly bonnet in his face.”

	“My lord, I never learned how to ride—”

	“No need. I’ll do the riding. You’ll be my passenger.” Strong and sure, Gavin hoisted Emily’s bruised backside onto the saddle, letting her legs hang loose against the horse’s sides. Proper or not, that’s how he settled her.

	Emily winced, looking down. Her gown rode up exposing her legs in sheer silk stockings. She tried to yank the hem down to cover her calves but with little success.

	“Leave it,” the earl ordered firmly. “It’s just nonsense. I saw your legs while you lay stretched out on the ground.” His lips twitched into a masculine smile. “They’re quite shapely legs by the way.”

	Bracing a hand on the horse’s neck, and with a smooth move, Gavin shoved a booted toe in the stirrup and climbed on the horse’s rump behind Emily. “We’re heading to the castle. This is the path you took from Wyndemere, is it not?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“We’ll go slow, Emily. Don’t worry, I won’t let you to fall off.” Gavin’s arms encircled her waist, his hands grasping the reins in front of her.

	She breathed in. “Are you still angry with me, my lord?” she asked and waited.

	Guiding the horse along the path, Gavin’s forearms rubbed along Emily’s ribcage.

	“Angry?” It wasn’t anger he felt when he saw it was Emily Dancy lying on the ground beneath the horse’s dancing hoofs. Instead, what he felt was gut-wrenching fright. Not ire. Seeing her sprawled out in front of him, his stomach was in knots at the same time his heart leapt into his throat. “No,” he whispered, bending close to her ear. “I’m not angry with you. I’m the one who was at fault.”

	“Oh. Then I feel better,” she murmured quietly.

	Emily sat as rigid as a ramrod on the saddle. He gently, but firmly, commanded her, “Relax, Emily. Rest your back against me.” His forearms tightened, bringing her to his chest and keeping her there.

	Emily grabbed his muscular forearms. Perhaps this was how Wilma felt when Lord Harry’s arms embraced her. Did she feel all quivery inside like this? Did she flush with sudden heat? Was she nervous? No, not nervous—they were married! But Emily felt all those things at this moment with Leathem’s arms holding her close.

	The horse’s rocking-chair moves calmed Emily’s nerves as they rode toward the duke’s mansion. The earl’s forearms still rubbed against her torso in an odd, rhythmical motion. Forward. Back. Forward. Back. Chafing the sides of her breasts and doing strange things to her senses.

	“Are you feeling better? Are you more comfortable, Emily?” the earl asked, his warm cheek brushing the side of her head.

	“Yes.” Emily did what he asked and relaxed. “Thank you, my lord.”

	“Good,” was all he said.

	His breath feathered against her like a soft breeze. Tiny tremors rippled along her spine much like it did on the balcony last evening.

	Birds chirped high in the treetops. Under a canopy of tall oaks and maples, the thump of the horse’s hoofs scarcely made a sound on the damp carpet of fallen leaves blanketing the cool, shady portions of the path. Gavin was forced to nudge the horse off the wilderness path, skirting the heavy tree branches that blocked their progress.

	“Drat! I should know better than to gallop over unknown territory. I wasn’t thinking straight, and the horse was anxious to return to his stable. I can see why you had to warn me,” Gavin said, his lips hovering next to her ear. He inhaled when he got a sniff of a light, flowery scent, like what he smelled on her last night.

	I’m still too damned aware of you, Emily Dancy. Your warmth, your feminine softness, the fresh, clean smell of your hair, the petal smooth skin of your young cheek…I don’t know what has come over me.

	He was reminded of his aunt’s lecture about waiting too long to remarry. If he had done so years ago, he may have produced an heir and a spare by the age of forty. She also suggested he cast eyes over possible marriage prospects while at the duke’s house party. Even a marriage of convenience would qualify in Lydia’s mind. His wife could then launch his ward onto London’s Marriage Mart while he kept a promise to his unknown relatives.

	“I didn’t know about this wilderness path, but it was stupid of me to rush ahead without checking what hazards I might encounter. Therefore, Emily, I must beg your pardon and apologize.” The earl coughed, clearing his throat. “Excuse me, too, for shouting at you in such an ungentlemanly manner back there. I lost my temper, hurling terrible epithets at your head. Can you possibly forgive me?”

	She turned her head. Pain arrowed down her neck and across her shoulders; her head began to throb painfully. She managed to say, “I would have warned whoever was riding to be careful of downed branches lying across the path.”

	“And I could have broken my neck if you hadn’t stopped me. How can I thank you, Emily?”

	“I’m only sorry that I frightened your mount.”

	He used Emily’s given name unconsciously now. He would never address her like this in London, but at country house parties, it was a different kettle of fish. Propriety was eased and familiarity taken for granted. Gavin knew all the unspoken rules. He had attended enough of these festivities. And certain rules were expected to be broken. More often than not. He decided to break some of them right now.

	“No harm was done, Emily, other to you, I’m afraid. But I want you examined by a physician.”

	“No, oh, please no, Lord Leathem, I don’t want a doctor. It was only a bump on the noggin. I can walk and talk fine.”

	“Perhaps. But I can’t forget that I was the cause of your injury.”

	“Please, I beg you. I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine.”

	“Well then, if you won’t listen to my advice, I shall have to make it up to you some other way,” Gavin said, giving in. “At the duke’s party.”

	“That isn’t necessary either, my lord.”

	“You are quite a stubborn wench, Emily Dancy.” The earl’s words carried a chuckle along with the scold. “Nevertheless, we shall see, won’t we?”

	Silence hung in the air as they approached the castle’s informal gardens. The earl’s arms hugged Emily. She rather liked the feeling, but she knew she should not entertain other thoughts.

	“By the way, Emily, my given name is Gavin, so please stop ‘lording’ me while we are at Wyndemere. It makes me feel ancient and as if I have one foot in the grave. I’ll be forty soon enough, young lady—but not sixty.” A raspy chuckle muttered against her ear. “Do me that favor, eh?”

	“Oh, I couldn’t, my lord. It’s not fitting,” Emily retorted. “You’re an earl, and I’m…a nobody. I’m your employee and Lilianne’s governess.”

	“Hush…Emily. Because I mean to keep calling you, Emily. Your use of my given name is not fitting only when I say it isn’t. Do oblige me, please. After all, you just saved my neck back there. Mind you, I could have broken it, and that would be the end of me.”

	 

	


Chapter 7

	THE earl reined in his borrowed horse at Wyndemere’s front steps, Emily perched awkwardly atop his saddle. The Porters were promenading with guests on the white clamshell garden paths. Not seeing Emily since breakfast, they now hurried toward the front entrance. When a footman sped down the front steps, Gavin threw him the reins and slid off the animal’s broad rump. Turning to Emily, she leaned over and grasped his shoulders as he swung her down. Unthinking, he pressed her lush body tight against his for a few enticing moments.

	He rode into Toynton-under-Hill to satisfy his curiosity and look what happened? Now her youthful allure bedazzled him, stirring things he had no business feeling or considering.

	The earl’s grip tightened on Emily’s waist. “Can you stand by yourself, Emily?”

	Emily tilted her head backward, glancing up at him, her crystal eyes luminous with questions. Their gazes connected, and Gavin’s dark eyes captured hers. Concern continued to furrow his brow.

	She blinked and lowered her gaze to his leather gloves still clamped on her waist.

	“You may let me go now, my lord. As you can see, I’m quite recovered.”

	“Perhaps you only think you are," he retorted. "I am not certain that I am.”

	She was the only person who heard his remark.

	“And, Emily, don’t you dare leave here before week’s end, or I shall find you and drag you back by the hair.” His chocolate eyes glistened as he smiled.

	Oh my, is the earl teasing me? Emily gulped. Something very strange is going on here. I only wish I knew what it is.

	Right now, Emily simply wanted to lay her head on a plump, goose down pillow. Her skull hurt more now than when she first banged it. She needed a short nap and a headache powder, or she couldn’t face this evening.

	“Now, young lady,” Gavin demanded, “take hold of my arm and I will escort you to your room.”

	* * * *

	Minutes after the door to Emily’s room closed, Wilma knocked and entered from the adjoining bedchamber. She hesitated in the doorway, uncertain whether Emily was indeed uninjured. “Emmie, Harry and I were worried to death. What happened? Where have you been? We asked, but nobody saw you since early this morning.”

	“Oh, Willy, I’m so sorry to cause you upset, truly I am. I should have left a note, but…well, I didn’t think. I started to walk toward the village to visit my relatives’ graves. Betsy showed me to a rear exit, or I might have looked forever.” Emily smiled bravely and clasped her friend’s hands. “I apologize for not letting you know, Willy.”

	“But why were you on Leathem’s horse just now? Harry and I were sure something bad happened to you.”

	“It did…I mean something occurred that I didn’t expect.”

	“What are you saying?”

	Emily pulled on Wilma’s hand and coaxed her toward a small settee so they could sit down. Emily glanced up and saw Harry leaning in the doorway. “Come in, Lord Harry. You may as well hear this, so I won’t need to repeat it.” Emily took a long breath then went on to describe what had happened on the wilderness path.

	“Good heavens, Em!” Wilma exclaimed afterward. “You could have been killed!”

	“That’s what Lord Leathem said. At first he was quite angry with me.” Emily rolled her eyes. “There would have been worst trouble if I hadn’t done what I did. The earl and his horse could have crashed into fallen tree limbs blocking the path if they kept going.”

	“Bloody hell, Miss Emily!” Harry said, forgetting himself. “Forgive my language, but I have to bless your foresight. And your courage. Leathem is not angry after what happened, is he? If so, I’ll speak to him. My God, you saved him a nasty fall…or a serious injury.”

	Emily smiled wanly and replied, “Yes, well, his lordship did scold me, insisting I see a physician, but I told him I didn’t need to see anyone. Afterward he apologized. Several times.”

	“I should hope so,” Willy commented, looking aghast. “Wait a minute.” Her plucked eyebrows arched. “That’s why you were on the earl’s horse. You were injured. Oh, Emily, dear, where? How bad? Tell us!”

	“Unh, well, I…fell…and I bumped my head.”

	Wilma quickly leaned over and ran fingers over the back of Emily’s skull. “Oh good grief, yes, you must see a doctor. The earl is correct. You have a lump back there. I’ll ask the duchess who we should summon to look at it.”

	“No, no, Wilma, please don’t. It’s nothing. I begged the earl not to summon anyone here to examine me,” Emily pleaded. “He was not happy, but he promised he would not.”

	Wilma caught Lord Harry’s eye. He shook his head. She sighed, still looking worried. Taking Emily’s hand and stroking it, she said, “Well, there is a lump…although not a very large one, but—”

	“You see, I told you, Willy,” Emily jumped in. “Now you must forget it.” She looked around, trying not to wince when she turned her head too quickly. “I do need a headache powder though, if you have one. My head is throbbing some.”

	“All right, dear, I have something to fix that, but are you really sure…”

	“Yes. I don’t need a doctor,” Emily murmured. “I’ll take a short nap, and my headache will be gone by suppertime.”

	Wilma left to rummage in a medicine kit that she traveled with. Meanwhile, Emily’s fingers fussed over her soiled and wrinkled gown. “What are Wilma and you doing for entertainment later, Lord Harry?”

	“Cards and billiards for us men,” the viscount said, his shoulder still propped against the door jamb. “Some men went for a gallop earlier, but they should be back soon. Wilma wants to sit and visit with ladies she knows from Town.”

	Wilma returned with a glass of cloudy liquid. “Drink this down right away, Em. It will ease your hurt quite rapidly.” She turned to her husband. “Harry, luncheon is set for one o’clock on the terrace, isn’t it?

	“Right, m’dear.” Porter nodded.

	“Emily, stay here, dear, and lie down and rest. I will have luncheon send up on a tray.”

	“Umm…yes, thank you. That would be nice. I’m famished. I ate only a light breakfast.”

	“I will stay and sit with you.”

	“There’s no need. Take luncheon on the terrace. It’s lovely outside.” Emily turned toward the viscount. “You, too, Lord Harry. A little quiet time, a brief nap, and Wilma’s medicine will cure my headache.”

	Emily turned back to Wilma. “Don’t worry about me, please. Enjoy the festivities. It’s why you came here.”

	Wilma stooped and pressed a kiss on Emily’s forehead. “I am still worried about you, Emmie. I’ll have Betsy look in on you later.”

	“Thank you, Willy, I need a good friend like you.” Emily smiled up at Wilma and included Harry. “I’ll see you both at supper.”

	* * * *

	It turned out the bump on her head was more difficult to cure than was expected. Emily nibbled at food on the lunch tray when a wave of dizziness claimed her. She sought her bed and gratefully lay her head atop the goose down pillows, sighing, “Ooh, this feels so much better.” She groaned softly and stretched out full length.

	Sometime later, Betsy popped in on Emily. “Yer head still hurts, Miss?”

	“I’m afraid so, Betsy. Lady Wilma gave me something, but it hasn’t helped.”

	“You must have hit your head harder that you thought. Stay where you are, and I’ll help ye outta your gown. Later I’ll sponge off the grass stains and give it a thorough pressing.”

	Betsy bustled around the bed. “And if you ain’t feelin’ better t’morrow, Miss Emily, I think Lady Wilma should call somebody to look at that goose egg on the back of your head.”

	Emily sighed aloud. “I don’t need a doctor. And I hate to miss the entertainment. I won’t have an opportunity like this again.”

	“One day ain’t gonna make a big diff’rence, Miss Emily. Them young gents what was flockin’ round you t’other evening will all be here for four or five days more. You can choose one of them to spend time with when you feel better.”

	I already know who, but he is far above me. A country girl in a peer’s world will never mesh.

	Betsy left Emily wearing only her chemise, and tenderly tucking the bed-sheet and coverlet around her. Wilma’s headache potion finally took effect, and Emily’s eyelids drooped and then closed. “I really need a nap, Betsy,” she murmured sleepily. “Wake me when it is time to dress for the evening.”

	Betsy spoke with Wilma later that afternoon. They tiptoed into Emily’s room together. She was deep asleep, her breathing slow and quiet.

	“If it were me, m’lady,” the maid whispered, “I’d let Miss Emily sleep the night through. She’ll feel a lot better when she awakes up t’morrow.”

	“I put a few drops of laudanum in the water with the headache powder. I don’t think she’ll wake much before morning. So, yes, let her be. But check on her during the evening, will you?”

	“O’course, m’lady. I’ll keep her company if she does wake.”

	“Good.”

	* * * *

	In the big four poster, Emily fought to come awake from a terrifying nightmare. Half asleep and half awake, her nerves twanged like stretched violin strings. Fear speared through her; her heart pounded, afraid it may leap out of her chest. Her forehead was damp with a slick sheen of perspiration. Nausea almost had her casting up her accounts. An image of the Tower of London penetrated her consciousness. In the dream she had been standing outside it, and Eustace was inside cursing her. Her nightmare was so vivid, so real, her heart thumped fiercely against her ribcage. As if stung by a bee, she jolted awake. Pain quickly knifed the back of her head. She pressed shaking fingertips against her temples. A low moan squeezed out from between her trembling lips.

	Oh God!

	Several taps on her bedchamber door finally penetrated to her consciousness. She blinked, confused. For a moment she wasn’t sure where she was until she remembered what happened. She had been strolling along the wilderness path when a galloping horse almost ran her down. She fell and bumped her head. Hard.

	Her wits slowly pulled together, and she choked out, “W-Who’s there?”

	“It’s Leathem here. May I come in?”

	Emily hesitated.

	Why is the earl at my door?

	“Emily, I know you’re awake. I need to speak with you.”

	What does he want? He already apologized for what happened.

	A second thought jumped into her head.

	Perhaps something has happened to Lilianne!

	“Y-yes, unh, give me a moment, Lord Leathem. I-I was asleep. I need to get dressed…”

	“Put on something simple, Emily. I’ll wait, but hurry.”

	Emily’s senses whirled, but not necessarily from the bump on her head. Remnants of her nightmare, anxiety and fear of her uncle remained to plague her. Glancing around the dimly lit room, she didn’t know if it was day or night. Heavy drapes covered the window. Soft light from a single oil lamp flickered intermittently on the table next to the bed until she spotted a china clock. She blinked at the time. Night or day? Even so, why was the earl knocking on her door?

	Emily eased her bruised body out of bed cautiously, her feet dangling off the side. She felt only dull aches, although her head seemed stuffed with lamb’s wool.

	Betsy had left a dressing gown lying across the foot of the bed. Emily slipped her arms into the sleeves, wrapping the rose-colored silk around her and knotting the sash. A length of hair had escaped its hairpins while she slept; she hadn’t taken time to plait it before falling into a disturbing slumber. She couldn’t do anything about it now, so she tossed the long strands over her shoulders and toed bare feet into felt slippers. She hesitated first, attempted a few steps until she reached the settee safely. Awkwardly, she plopped down atop the cushions. She didn’t feel quite so lightheaded; and her mind seemed a bit more settled. Clearing her throat, Emily then called out, “You may come in now, your lordship.”

	Gavin entered quickly, easing the door shut behind him as his eyes adjusting to the dimly lit room. Emily was seated on a settee surrounded by an orange glow from a single oil lamp. His glance flickered to her before he crossed the carpet, halted in front of her, and said, “Ah, you appear much recuperated.”

	Emily didn’t rise to greet him. If they were in London, she would do so, of course. There he had been her employer—here in Surrey they were both guests of the duke and duchess.

	“Has something happened to Lilianne, my lord? Is that why you’re here?” she asked anxiously, her gaze fixed on his bronzed countenance.

	“Lilianne? No, not as far as I know. I believe she is safe with my Aunt Lydia, and I hope, enjoying herself. Why would it be otherwise?”

	“I don’t know. I just thought…I mean…why are you here?”

	“I came because I was worried about you. I wished to know—well, since you weren’t at supper. Nor did I see you at the evening’s festivities. I wondered if you had recuperated from your…our…mishap. After all, you badgered me not to summon a physician. And so far, I haven’t done so.”

	“Lord Leathem, as you can see, I am much better now—”

	He quickly interrupted her. “Gavin. My name is Gavin. Use it here, Emily.” A sharp edge of male chauvinism tinted his deep baritone.

	“I’d rather not, my lord,” she responded, bravely. “In a few more days we’ll be back in London. You’ll again be my employer, and I’ll be Lilianne’s governess.”

	Gavin inched closer, looking down at her. “Would you like that to change, Emily?”

	Flipping the tails of his evening jacket out of the way, he lowered himself onto the settee beside her.

	She edged away from him slightly, her brow puckering when she asked, “I don’t understand what you mean?”

	Gavin abruptly reached over and picked up one of her hands, capturing it in his large one. “I’m here to offer you a new position.”

	An abbreviated silence floated between them.

	“But…why? I like what I’m—”

	Quickly, the earl’s words overrode her. “I should explain myself more thoroughly. I’m offering you a promotion—a worthwhile business proposition.”

	“Still, sir, I don’t comprehend—”

	“Of course you don’t. And you won’t. Until you hear what I proposed.” Gavin gently squeezed Emily’s fingers. “Hear me out, please, and then think about it before you decide to answer me. Will you do that?”

	Emily unconsciously leaned toward him when he grabbed her hand. His dark brown gaze stared into her crystalline eyes as if to read her thoughts. Gavin’s thumb caressed her knuckles, bare skin against bare skin. An odd sensation crawled along Emily’s arm beneath the silk of her kimono. Goose bumps prickled on her forearm, traveled across her chest, up her throat, and heated her cheeks with a rosy glow. Emily tried to pry her fingers from Gavin’s grasp, but he squeezed her fingers tightly and held on, keeping her from fighting him. Discomposed by his persistence, she dared not make an issue of it. So, she permitted her hand to remain in his.

	“Do you remember our discussion in my London study about the Tattler?”

	Emily nodded, watching his face. “Of course.” How could she forget? She had blurted out a wild, rather convoluted confession about her uncle and his misbehavior, and what she planned to do about it.

	Openly smiling, Gavin said, “We also mentioned a certain London dandy if you’ll recall.”

	Emily had the sudden distinct impression that a certain status between them had all but disappeared. Leathem seemed like a real person. Not an earl or an aristocrat.

	“A young man in which you seemed rather interested. Am I correct?”

	Her gaze never left his face, and again, Emily nodded, this time more slowly.

	“I wondered if you still harbor an affection for that young man?”

	What was the earl getting at?

	His voice was calm, but his tone was clipped and precise. She knew he expected her to answer him. Emily told Leathem last week that Kendall and she were no longer friendly. But that’s all she told him. Anyway, it is none of Leathem’s business, Emily thought, irked that the earl should have the gall to probe her personal life. Nevertheless, she answered, “Anthony Kendall, you mean?”

	Gavin nodded, awaiting her reply.

	“I believe his family would rather Kendall not be seen with me until such time as my uncle’s scandal cools down. Tony would never go against his parents’ wishes.”

	“Thank you, Emily, for your candor. But it isn’t exactly what I asked. I simply wondered if you still feel a fondness for young Kendall?”

	Now Emily really hesitated. Tony’s name hadn’t invaded her mind for several days. She determined to squash any feelings she may have had for him the day she walked out the tearoom. And it seemed she had forgotten him—like coal smoke evaporating in a brisk breeze.

	“No, my lord. None,” she answered, truthfully. “When Kendall and I parted, I never wanted to see him again. Ever.”

	“Good.”

	There was a long pause when neither of them spoke. The earl lowered his chin and stared at their fingers wrapped together as he continued to stroke over her knuckles. When he looked up, a frown marred his forehead.

	“Is there anything else you wish to ask me, Lord Leathem?”

	“Yes. I want you to call me Gavin.”

	“I know, but what else?”

	“I want you to marry me, Emily Dancy.”

	Emily was in shock.

	“Marry you?” Emily felt a swift, powerful jolt to her solar plexus, knocking the wind out of her even as she blurted, “B-but why would you ask me to be your wife?”

	His chiseled countenance appeared somewhat amused although the earl’s dark gaze never wavered. Then his solemn, aristocratic mien turned serious, a very different look changing his expression.

	“I believe you are someone I can depend upon, even someone as young as you are. I need your help. Lilianne needs to be launched on London’s Marriage Mart next month. It’s not proper for me, a bachelor, to do so. I need a suitable female to sponsor her.”

	Gavin went on. “I hoped to persuade my aunt to do the honors. Turns out, she broke an ankle a few days ago. It is too difficult for her now to get around.”

	Emily unconsciously drew in a deep breath.

	“My aunt suggested that I seek a wife to help launch Lilianne. I thought about it while I rode here. Of course, I didn’t expect you to be here. But it came to me rather quickly how perfect you would be for the position. You wouldn’t make a hash of it. You polished some of Lilianne’s necessary manners and deportment already. My aunt will take things a bit further—additional upper class training and society decorum. Lilianne will need it when she is out in public among London’s aristocrats.”

	Emily shook her head—still shocked by Leathem’s out-of-the-blue marriage proposition. The notion of marrying someone so much older and someone who didn’t love her wasn’t something she expected to face. Leathem mentioned marriage, but it sounded more like a business agreement. He described it much the same way he did when he hired her. She was more than happy to accept the governess’s position, but this…this was something else. Marriage was a lifelong commitment that he was suggesting.

	No. The earl’s offer was preposterous. She couldn’t possibly act upon it.

	But if she refused him, would he sack her? She’d be back in London looking for new employment. But with whom? She knew no one in London except Wilma. And she had spent the bulk of her savings for a new wardrobe and had little left to keep her in food and lodgings. Then what?

	Emily sat quietly after the earl left her and went into the hallway and closed the door behind him. Her stomach grumbled softly as she started shaking, both inside and out.

	Her scary nightmare also gave her more second thoughts. If her uncle escaped the Tower—and in her dream he promised he would escape—he might drag her back to White Chapel until she became of age and he could claim her inheritance. Worse than that! What if he paid his debts by using her to bargain with his disreputable cronies? Oh dear God!

	She thought herself safe in Mayfair, but he easily found her there. Then, she thought if she were promised to Tony Kendall, his name and family would protect her. She had almost convinced herself that she had fallen in love with him. What a mistake that was! Kendall didn’t care one whit for her. He was a philanderer—a London cad!

	Emily’s mind twirled, and reminded her Leathem didn’t love her any more than she loved him. But if she married him, his name would protect her. She pressed her bruised spine against the back of the small settee, black-and-blue and painful because of her fall.

	Before the earl left she asked Leathem for more time to decide. She wanted to discuss it with Wilma. Emily glanced at the china clock. It was well after midnight. The earl had knocked on her door a half hour ago and left soon after he made his offer. Were the party’s festivities still in full swing? Another light tap on her door had Emily’s heart leaping back up into her throat. Had the earl returned so soon for his answer?

	“C-come in?”

	“Well, now, Miss Emily,” Betsy said, bustling into the room. “I was going to bed, but Lady Wilma asked me to look in on you before I did so.” She smiled warmly and went to straighten the rumpled bedclothes Emily had emerged from less than an hour ago. “Ye made it to the settee I see. Oh, dear me, did ye need my help, and I wasn’t here?”

	“No, no, Betsy, I felt better after you left me. I’m…almost well, really. All I needed was a few hours rest.”

	“Aye, I’m glad of it then. Is there else I can do for ye till mornin’?”

	“I think not. Truly. I’ll be all right."

	“Best ye get back to bed though, Miss Emily. Sleep the night through. ’Twill do ye good. Come,” she coaxed, “I’ll tuck ye in. Do ye want me to fix ye a tisane to help ye go back to sleep?”

	“No, but thank you, Betsy. You’ve been very kind.”

	A tisane will only fog my mind. I need to think. And I must talk with Wilma.

	“Do you know if Lady Wilma and Lord Harry have retired?”

	“I helped my lady to undress, so I believe so. Lord Harry came in moments ago. I left and stopped in here before going to bed.”

	“Well, then, I’ll say goodnight to you, Betsy.”

	The little maid helped Emily to the big four poster and tucked the bedclothes around her. “I’ll leave one lamp lit, Miss Emily. Should I wake ye t’morrow morning, or should I let ye sleep in?”

	“I will probably be awake by myself, Betsy, but don’t let me sleep too long.”

	“All right, Miss. I’ll peek in before I bring ye something to eat to start yer day.” She patted Emily’s arm, fondly. “I’m real glad ye got better so quick.”

	“So am I,” Emily murmured.

	Tomorrow, I may have to decide on the rest of my life.

	 

	


Chapter 8

	EMILY was waiting on pins and needles for Wilma when Betsy knocked on her door and opened it a smidge. Seeing her charge pacing, the lady’ maid quickly brought in a breakfast tray. “I brung you a pot of hot chocolate and a few sweet buns, Miss Emily. Ye didn’t eat much last eve.”

	“Yes, I know, and I’m hungry. Can you ask someone to bring me a jug of hot water? I was too woozy yesterday to wash, but I’d like to do so.”

	Betsy yanked on a bell pull. Within minutes, a footman knocked on Emily’s door. Betsy met him in the hall and ordered enough water for a hip bath. Returning, she went to the large oak wardrobe. “What gown shall I lay out for you this morning, Miss Emily?” Betsy’s brow wrinkled. “The gown ye wore yestiddy was real pretty, trimmed with all that lovely ecru lace. It’s clean, but it needs mending. I did my best to fix it. Ye must’ve got caught it on thorns or somethin’.”

	Emily remembered fighting her way through thick bushes, her lace trim ripping as she ducked through them to warn a rider about impending disaster. “Yes, I’m very fond of it. If you can mend the tattered lace, I’d appreciate it.” Her expression wry, Emily smiled at the young woman. “The sprigged muslin will be fine. Today, I’ll try not to damage it.”

	“Is yer head bothering ye still, Miss?”

	“The lump seems smaller, but please go easy when you brush my hair. My skull is quite tender.” Then Emily pressed a fingertip against her bottom lip. “Perhaps, I’ll leave my hair down. Why stick hairpins in my sore scalp? There’s no need to fuss anyway, because I may not leave here until much later. I am anxious to speak with Lady Wilma as soon as she awakens. Will you let her know that, Betsy?”

	“Aye, that I will.”

	* * * *

	Harry Porter kissed his wife before joining male guests and few hearty female equestriennes for a gallop over the Surrey countryside. A ruined abbey on the northwest border of the duke’s enormous estate was their target for exploration this fine morning.

	Gavin joined the guests for a morning’s gallop as well. Pegasus was rested, and he cantered the stallion across the rolling fields. As riders dismounted, Harry Porter joined Gavin walking toward the crumbling walls of the abbey’s gray stone edifice.

	“I say, Leathem, m’wife told me about your close call. Could have been rather messy, eh what?”

	Gavin took the bait. “What did you hear, Porter?”

	“Just that your horse almost trampled Emily Da—”

	“Blast it, hold on! That wasn’t my horse I was on,” Gavin spat out. “I borrowed a mount from the duke’s stables.”

	“I also heard you scolded her rather roughly even though she saved you from a disastrous tumble.”

	“Get the facts straight, Porter,” Gavin snapped back, halting them in their meandering walk. The earl sounded decidedly irritated. “If you must know, Miss Dancy jumped out of bushes on the wilderness path without warning and flapped her bonnet at the horse’s head. She frightened the damned antsy gelding into rearing. It would never have happened if I’d been on Pegasus. Besides, I had no idea it was Miss Dancy when she lay flat on her back in the middle of the path with her face covered.” Gavin frowned, then paused. “By the way, how the devil did she come to be invited to the duke’s party anyhow?”

	“My lady wife and Emily are bosom bows, Leathem. Both grew up in the nearby village of Toynton-under-Hill.”

	“Yes, I know where she grew up. She told me when I hired her. I didn’t know, however, that’s where your wife grew up as well. I visited the hamlet earlier yesterday. That’s when I spotted a shortcut back to Carlisle’s stables. So I took it.”

	“Oh? Why were you at the village?”

	“Curiosity is why, Porter.” Gavin wasn’t about to spill his reasons to Porter, friend or not.

	“M’wife’s family still lives nearby. We planned to visit them here until we learned they’d gone off to Scotland b’cause Wilma’s sister is recuperating. That’s why your Miss Dancy is our invited guest at Carlisle’s party. Wilma insisted I invite her with us when I accepted the Carlisle’s invitation.”

	“She’s not my Miss Dancy, Porter.”

	Not yet, at least.

	“She’s my ward’s governess,” Gavin responded. “She told me she bumped into your wife on Regent Street last week. She asked for time off to visit your wife, but I had no idea Surrey was where she ended up.”

	“Are you still in a bad temper with Miss Emily, Leathem? I’d like to know b’cause I’m fond of her.”

	“No, just the opposite, Porter. And…well…because much of what occurred yesterday was my fault. I was reckless, not thinking nor keeping my eyes open. I made my apologies to her since then.”

	“Jolly good, then.” Harry smiled and strolled along beside the earl. “Ain’t this dratted abbey gloomy-looking?” Harry commented, eyeing the remaining tower. “What say we take a gander at what’s inside? That one bloody tower looks a bit shaky though. The abbey was built in the early 1600s, and I suspect most of the walls inside are falling down. Best be careful.”

	Gavin and Harry joined the rest of the explorers, but the earl’s mind wandered during the next hour or so. He again mulled over his conversation last night with Emily, still thinking about her. He was anxious to speak with her again…and push for his offer.

	* * * *

	The friends sat side by side on the same settee Emily and the earl had shared last night. “The earl asked you to marry him?” Wilma inquired. “Oh my God! How in the world did that happen, Emmie? And when? I thought you were still asleep.”

	“I was half asleep when I heard tapping on the hall door. I thought it was you. But Leathem asked permission to enter.” Emily inhaled a short breath. “He said he was worried about me. We talked briefly, and then he asked about my feelings for Anthony Kendall.”

	“That scoundrel!” Wilma grumped, her brow wrinkling. “Did you tell him what happened with Kendall?”

	“Of course I told him. I wasn’t going to at first, because I thought Leathem had a lot of gall probing my personal life. But then, I thought, what’s the difference? Tony and I are…definitely quits.”

	“Goodness. Do go on, Em. Tell me everything.”

	“Leathem needs someone to launch his ward onto London’s Marriage Market.”

	“But you’re her governess—”

	“I know. But he needs more than a governess. Someone better connected to sponsor her. Someone with more consequence. He expected his aunt would do it, but she broke an ankle and can’t get around. He needs…a lady…or at least, someone almost a lady.” Emily paused. “He thought I would suit.”

	“Well, you are a lady although you are currently employed as a governess. You look, speak, and behave like a lady. Why shouldn’t you be perfect? Remember your mother’s gentle upbringing.”

	“It’s too bizarre, Willy. This shouldn’t happen to an earl, not with someone like me,” Emily said, earnestly, her blue eyes fastened on her friend’s face. “It is out of the question.” Emily’s smooth brow hatched a few frown lines. “And I would only be a “convenient wife.”

	“I can’t fathom what the earl is thinking, but, good grief, Em, a marriage of convenience? Will you accept that? I know what you said you wanted a long time ago. But things change…” Wilma’s attention never flagged, but her blue eyes blazed with concern.

	Emily raised a hand to stop her. “Leathem explained the terms of our “marriage bargain.” He never planned to remarry, Wilma, but now it’s necessary. With me living under his roof, he understood that eyebrows may be raised by the ton’s grande dames and may endanger Lilianne’s come out. Our marriage would take care of that problem.”

	“I know what you mean, Em, but…” Wilma emitted an audible sigh “Can you live with a marriage of convenience?”

	“I know what I said about marriage. But why not, Willy? It is only another business agreement. Between him and me. Just like a marriage contract between you and Lord Harry—only without emotion or love to muddy the waters. As soon as the season ends and Lilianne is betrothed or possibly wed, we can even stay under the same roof, and lead separate lives without interference from one another.”

	“I couldn’t live like that,” Wilma murmured, gazing deep into her friend’s eyes. “But I have something to confess, too.” Wilma stood up abruptly and paced around the small bedchamber. “My parents had engineered the match between Harry and me, Em. And right off I wasn’t pleased about it, I must tell you.”

	“Oh?” Emily’s expression changed into surprise. “But, I thought—”

	Her friend stopped in front of her. “When I married Harry, I was definitely not in love with him. I scarcely knew him. Nor was he in love with me.” Wilma clasped her hands together. “But that soon changed. Oh, Emmie! I do love him now—so terribly much!”

	“How? When did that happen? Can you give me a reason?”

	“I think so.” Wilma reseated herself beside her friend. “I’ll start at the beginning.” She inhaled and smiled. “You see, Harry is older than he looks. He was three and thirty when I met him two years ago. That’s when he inherited the title and decided it was time for him to find a wife.”

	Wilma leaned in close and winked. “Men are like that, Emmie. They procrastinate and diddle around until they are nagged into doing something. His grandmother badgered Harry until he came to Town to seek a “suitable” wife. As luck would have it, I was the one he fixed his attentions on.”

	Wilma’s mouth tilted up at the corners as she recalled how odd it was they met at all. “It was the last ball of the season, a rather uninspiring gala at the Rice’s. My parents were not happy because I hadn’t received a marriage offer, so they decided to send regrets since Papa wanted us to leave London the next day.”

	Emily nodded, listening intently.

	“Because of Napoleon, England’s economy has suffered frightful losses. Never ending warfare drained the King’s coffers. Not that I knew much about it, but I heard Papa telling Mama that probably we couldn’t come to Town for another Season unless things got better.”

	Wilma lowered her gaze, her fingertips smoothing over a satin ribbon trimming the high waist of her filmy, muslin gown. “We went to the Rice’s ball after all. My dance card wasn’t even half full when Harry Porter requested two dances.” Wilma chuckled. “Can you imagine? I had been introduced to him only briefly, but he initialed two sets!”

	Wilma patted Emily’s wrist. “The next day, Harry called on us, so Papa decided to stay in Town a bit longer. Well, Harry kept coming back for an entire week. He drove me into Hyde Park each day in his fancy curricle—and we talked. He didn’t even kiss me, Emmie. Well, just on my fingertips. But instead of speaking to me first, he approached my father. That was when he offered for me. I was fond of him by then, Emily, but I scarcely knew him. I certainly didn’t love him, and I didn’t think he was in love with me either.”

	Willy clucked her tongue. “Well, it’s a very different story now.” She grinned. “I don’t know what I would do without my Harry.” Wilma paused. “Besides, I have something else to tell you."

	“What is it, Wilma?”

	“I’m increasing, Em! I just found out! Harry is over the top, and so am I. I wondered for months if having a babe would ever happen. We kept trying.” Wilma giggled. “So, you see, my marriage offer was a little like the one you received last night, but for different reasons.” Wilma sighed and squeezed Emily’s fingers. “You can’t know how wonderfully well my marriage turned out. Harry is…a lovely man. I’m so glad and very happy he chose me to be his wife.”

	“Oh, Wilma, I knew. I could tell. Do you think—”

	“I won’t even guess, my dear friend, but love happens when you least expect it. I know because it happened to me.”

	Emily sighed, leaning against the curved wood frame of the settee. She gazed across the room as if staring into a future with the earl. You said you and Harry are ten years apart. Young brides marry older men all the time, right?”

	Wilma smiled. “Yes, women our age often marry men old enough to be our fathers—or even our grandfathers—mostly those needing an heir. Thank goodness, at last Harry and I took care of that!” Wilma grinned, happily. “I do hope it’s a boy! And besides, Emmie, your earl is not old,” Wilma went on. “He is in his prime like Harry. Perhaps…oh, dear me…” Wilma blinked. “I’m still at a loss to advise you, truly I am. I would love it if you and I ran in the same circles the way we used to when we were girls.”

	“If I accept his offer, he wants us to be married within days. “What can you tell me about Lord Gavin Fielding?” Emily asked abruptly.

	“Not much, I’m afraid. Harry mentioned a few things about Leathem’s life. He was married, Em—very young—before he was made Earl Leathem.”

	“I never read anything about him in the Tattler.”

	The viscountess squeezed Emily’s hand. “Well, I saw the earl only once, very briefly. He appeared somewhat…standoffish…even intimidating. He’s nothing like my Harry.”

	“I know what you mean, Willy, but he isn’t really anything like that. But do go on.”

	Wilma shook her head. “Harry told me Leathem’s wife ran off with one of his grooms soon after he married her. Supposedly, Fielding was head over tails in love with her.”

	“Oh my! That’s awful. What happened? What did the earl do?”

	“My Harry doesn’t normally repeat gossip, but he did say Leathem’s wife drowned while fleeing with her erstwhile lover. It happened almost two decades ago, so Harry didn’t know much else about it. Only that Leathem’s wife is buried at Four Towers in Kent. Presumably, the groom escaped unscathed and was never captured nor was his body found.”

	Emily sat very quiet for a long moment before she turned her crystal gaze on her friend, her eyes brimming with more questions. “The earl was quite honest about his feelings, describing ours wasn’t a love match. I believe I’ll be well taken care of, of course, but I still have trouble making up my mind. Tell me, Willy, what you think I should do.”

	“Have you feelings about him?”

	“None of a deeper kind, although I’m still flabbergasted by his offer. I sense other things about him though…mostly in his tone of voice. But what I saw in his eyes and heard from his lips was cynicism about love and romance that bothers me. Perhaps, now that you told me about his wife, I understand him better because of her infidelity. I glimpsed loneliness in him. If his wife cuckolded him, that could be reason enough not him to remarry for years. Something like that is too difficult to forgive and forget. And, yes, he may be lonely, but he may also be rather wary of falling in love again.

	“The earl, however, explained to me about wanting a wife to launch Lilianne and fact it would fulfill his promise in her parents’ will.” Emily grasped Wilma’s hand tight. “Oh, Wilma, I-I’ve worried this bone around ever since I awoke, turning it over and over in my mind. What is best for him…and what is good for me? I’m almost ready to agree, but I’m still afraid."

	Wilma asked, “Did he give you an ultimatum?”

	Emily gulped. “He asked me to give him an answer before he…we…leave here. You said the duke’s party ends with an extravagant ball, right?”

	Wilma nodded.

	“Leathem asked me to save him the last waltz that night, and he wants my answer then.” Emily locked her gaze on Wilma’s face. “So, I suppose he did give me an ultimatum. If I accept, we’ll be married next week. We’ll pick Lilianne up in Oxfordshire and bring her back to London and get her launched soon after our wedding. Right now, she’s visiting his aunt."

	Wilma asked, “Did he say anything else when you spoke last night?”

	“Only that he’d like more private time with me so we can get to know each other better. Oh, Willy, what am I going to do?” Emily moaned. “Should I marry him?”

	“Yours is an odd situation, Em.” Wilma hummed to herself, unconsciously. “Somewhat different from anything I know of.” Wilma sighed out loud. “Firstly, peers don’t usually marry governesses. It’s rather bad form.” Wilma pondered a moment before adding, “But I know, too, that it has happened more than once. And you are not common.”

	Emily rose again and began to pace, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. “There’s something else I didn’t tell you,” she began. “And it frightens me. So I had best spit it out this minute.” She turned on a heel and halted in front Wilma.

	“Frightened, you say? Of what, Em? You don’t mean you’re afraid of the earl?”

	“No. I’m afraid of my Uncle Eustace.”

	Emily again took her seat and leaned toward Wilma. “Last night I had a frightful dream. I have no idea what prompted it. Perhaps the blow to my head, but…well, I dreamt about Eustace.”

	“Your nasty uncle?”

	“Ye-es,” Emily hissed. “It wasn’t a dream. It was more like a nightmare!” Emily shuddered. “I was standing outside the Tower of London looking up, and I saw him standing high above me. I couldn’t believe it. I’ve never been anywhere near the Tower, Willy.” Emily drew in a tiny breath. “I heard my uncle cursing me, swearing he would escape from the Tower, find me, and demand my inheritance. Or do worse, if I didn’t give it to him. He claimed I owed it to him.”

	“Good heavens, that’s horrible! What happened, Emmie, when you woke up?”

	“That’s when the earl tapped on my door. I almost forgot about Eustace and his threats because I was in shock after talking with Leathem. What do you suppose my nightmare meant? Something bad if I marry the earl?” Emily exhaled. “Or worse—if I don’t!” Emily slouched down beside her friend. “My uncle gives me the shivers. He makes my skin crawl even though I am no longer a youngster.”

	Wilma patted Emily’s forearm consolingly. “I don’t see how the government could release a traitor like that, but what do I know?” Then Wilma’s expression brightened. “You would be under the earl’s protection if you wed him, Emmie. It’s as good a reason as any if you’re that afraid of your uncle. Never mind other reasons.”

	Emily replied with a wry smile. “But first I must make up my mind.”

	Wilma’s forehead smoothed. “Well, we have four days left at the duke’s party. Let’s see how the earl behaves, and what he says when you see him again. You should get to know him, Em. Consider his offer…and him.” Wilma pursed her lips. “If only you had come out two years ago when I did, none of this might never have happened. You would probably be married by now like me.” Wilma smiled again patting her friend’s arm. “Leathem’s proposal isn’t unreasonable, now that I think about it. Marriage proposals like that are often made during the season. And Leathem’s sounds genuine, so don’t discard his unless this marriage…or him…are something you can’t live with.”  

	


Chapter 9

	A treasure hunt was announced for the entertainment for tonight’s festivities.

	“Come now,” the duke said, “my wife thought up this bit of silliness, so our younger guests, at least, must participate. She called the treasure hunt, “A Lady’s Gamble.” The duke’s silver brows twitched, and he winked openly at men in the room. “My duchess has promised an hour of dancing later, but first, the treasure hunt. Couples have an hour to find and bring back what is written on their card. Now, gentlemen, dig out a card from that large bowl in the center of the room. It indicates the name of your hunt partner. I’ll set my watch soon and send you off. Hurry now. Time is fleeting.”

	The older guests grunted. Many declined to join the festivities, but that was to be expected. Some scurried to alcoves where tables were set up for card games. Others settled on French-styled furniture to chat, ignoring the hunt, and gossiping rather than playing the game.

	Acquiring a hunt partner was a matter of blind chance. On a lady’s calling card with her name was a list of three items with reasonable clues. Since Emily did not own a calling card, Wilma had crossed off her name and wrote in Emily’s name.

	“This is going to be fun,” Wilma chortled, squeezing Emily’s arm as they mounted the stairs to the Rose and Blue salons. “I haven’t played this game for ages. I wonder what my partner and I must look for.”

	Normally, Gavin wouldn’t join with such a silly game, but tonight he reached a big hand into the bowl, fished around inside it, hoping to pull out Emily’s card. When he read the name of the Marquess of Treford’s daughter, Ardella, he groaned inwardly. The chit was as young as his ward and not nearly as pretty nor likeable. Harry had dug out his wife’s card, but with Emily’s name written across it. Grinning, he showed it to the earl. In a flash, Gavin grabbed the square from Harry’s fingers and shoved the other girl’s card into the viscount’s.

	“Thanks, old chap. I owe you one.”

	“Bloody hell,” Harry sputtered. “Here now, Leathem! Come back with that!”

	The earl strode off and was heading toward Emily and Wilma.

	Wilma had joined the party guests while Emily lounged in her room after their morning chat. Captured by tangled vines of anxiety, Emily hadn’t decided yet to accept the earl’s offer. She nibbled at lunch when Betsy brought it up on a tray, and afterward reclined for another nap. By evening, she was feeling more herself and went down to supper. She didn’t plan to participate in the treasure hunt. Nevertheless, Wilma tossed Emily’s name in the bowl. ’

	Lord Dane Witherspoon, one of the duke’s youngest guests, had picked Wilma’s card. He bowed and grinned up at her. “I’ve played this game before,” he said, his adolescent tones crackling with excitement. “If we hurry, ma’am, we can return as winners.”

	Wilma glanced over at Emily, an amused gleam shining in her eyes. “Ma’am?” She chuckled throatily. “Dear me, has my hair turned gray overnight.” The wry remark was meant for Emily’s ears only. “However, I’m looking forward to having a lark with my adolescent partner.” She nudged Emily and laughed. “Did you hear what Lord Witherspoon said Emmie? We are going to beat you and the earl to the punch bowl.” And with that, Wilma grabbed the young lord’s arm. “Let the games begin, my lord!” The grinning pair scuttled away, leaving Emily staring up at Leathem. Soon other treasure hunters spilled out of the Rose Room and onto a wide, long hall of the mansion. Laughing couples hurried to snatch up items written on their cards.

	Now Emily’s heart lurched when the earl halted in front of her, bowed, reached out, and grasped her hand.

	“I believe, Miss Dancy, you and I are destined to be…uh…partners in tonight’s game. Shall we get on with it?” Emily and Gavin were the last couple to leave, egged on by the smiling duchess and duke. Gavin took Emily’s hand as they strolled along the corridor until he halted them and faced her. His ungloved hand gripped hers. “I’m of a mind to forget this game since you still look rather pale to me, Emily. Do you still feel unwell? Or is our talk last night—and not our accident—what is troubling you?”

	Of course, our talk is bothering me. But there is another reason, too. Or, should I say—other reasons.

	The earl’s touch had shot goose bumps along her skin; his strong fingers on her arm. Awareness bloomed as he tucked her hand into the curve of his elbow.

	Sitting with him on his horse, she experienced those odd feelings. Tonight wasn’t that different. It left her breathless, reminding that this handsome, rich, titled nobleman had asked her to marry him.

	“Emily, dear girl, let’s find a quiet spot…and talk some more, shall we?”

	She didn’t mistake his endearment. Her father had often called her ‘his dear girl.’ Did Leathem think of her as his daughter—rather than as his wife? Quite suddenly, she hoped that wasn’t the case. The more she mulled over her predicament, the more she wondered what her future would be like if she agreed to the earl’s proposal.

	“I shall find a place that is private so we can chat. The treasure hunt only lasts an hour. We can return when the others do.” Gavin chuckled. “It doesn’t surprise me one bit that Witherspoon and Lady Wilma will win. I heard the young lord is quite the trickster.” Gavin didn’t know his way around the duke’s castle, so he kept walking until he spied an open doorway. A nearby lighted sconce poured faint illumination into an unoccupied room. He guided Emily inside and latched the door behind them.

	“Stand still until I open the drapes. There’s a full moon tonight, and I can probably locate a candle and a flint here as well.”

	Emily stopped in front of the closed portal. She knew the rules of proper behavior. Her mother had drummed them into her. It wasn’t proper for her to be left alone in a closed room with an unmarried man. The earl was a widower, however. Did that alter things? Emily’s heartbeat flapped against her ribs. Did it make it all right? Somewhat confused, she wasn’t sure.

	The earl located a flint and a single candle. A warm, orange glow blossomed in his hand. He came toward Emily with the lit candle and took hold of her elbow. “Come, sit down, Emily. Over here.” He led her to a couch. “I don’t think we shall be interrupted.”

	Emily settled her new secondhand gown around her, smoothing the silky folds with nervous fingers.

	Placing the candlestick on a nearby table, Gavin flipped his tails out of the way and lowered himself next to her on the couch. “Now, what shall we talk about?”

	“Uh…I’m sure I don’t know, my lord.”

	“Not, my lord. Do me that favor, Emily and do as I ask. Call me Gavin.”

	“It’s not proper I should call you that. Not if I don’t agree…to accept your offer…”

	He quickly captured one of her hands and raised it to his lips. His dark eyes were unreadable in the dim glow of the single candle. “Dammit, I hope you don’t refuse,” he muttered, unconsciously huffing in an exasperated breath as he brushed lips across her fingertips. “I don’t want you to rush your answer, Emily. But think long and hard about what we discussed. If you need more time, take it.”

	A silent moment later, the earl grumbled, “Blast it!” Gavin blurted out, grooves deepening his broad forehead. “Are you saying you’re turning me down?”

	A butterfly fluttered in Emily’s chest doing odd things to her insides. “I—I didn’t decide yet.” She pressed on. “But shouldn’t we discuss more than just wedding vows. More of what…our life…and my future will take its course.”

	Holding her hand, Gavin ran a thumb lightly over her knuckles, aimlessly, it would seem. “Yes, I suppose I should tell you what to expect. Ask me whatever you wish to know. I promise to be as candid as I can be when I answer you.”

	Emily paused and cleared her throat. “All right.” She drew in a deep breath. “First, I would like you to agree as part of our agreement that my inheritance, the one I am expecting soon, will belong to me and me alone…”

	“Your inheritance?” A dark eyebrow quirked upward. She had mentioned it during their meeting in his study. “Oh, that’s right!” he added with a wry smile. “Not those funds you expect from me when I finally stick my spoon in the wall, am I right?” His eyes glistened with a hint of humor, but he went on. “Emily, I have no problem with you receiving an inheritance of your own. But can you tell me what it entails?”

	“I can’t, I’m afraid, because I don’t know.” Emily’s brow furrowed. “All I know is that I am to receive an inheritance when I turn one and twenty.”

	“And when is that supposed to take place?”

	“I’m guessing sometime in June.”

	“Guessing? Don’t you know?”

	Emily’s cheeks flushed as she swallowed her embarrassment. “I-I’m not sure of the precise date,” she answered, truthfully, seeing questions in his gaze. “I-I never asked my parents what day I was born.”

	“You mean your parents never told you?”

	“No. Not that I remember.”

	“Umm, that is strange,” the earl muttered. “Do you know where you were born?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know that either.”

	“But surely there are records in the village…”

	Emily interrupted him. “I wasn’t born in that village. My parents brought me there as a very young child. They moved about often and came here seeking work in Toynton-under-Hill. My father was a cooper, and my mother did fine embroidery and sewing. They liked the area, so they settled in the village in Surrey.”

	“What else can you tell me about your background, Emily? I didn’t ask much when I hired you, but now, well, I’m more than curious. Especially, since I know you grew up in a hamlet nearby.” Gavin’s piercing dark orbs bored into hers. He knew so little about the woman he asked to be his wife. It was odd, though, that she didn’t know her natal day or where she was born.

	Emily leaned her stiff, bruised shoulders against the couch and attempted to relax. “I know my mother’s maiden name, because she let it slip. It was Morrow, and she grew up in Kent. Beyond that, my mother told me she married John Dancy out of love for him, and for no other reason.”

	Gavin’s ears perked up. “Well, that’s a beginning.” He rubbed a broad palm across his chin. “If you wish to know where you came from and whom might be left of your family, perhaps, I can help.”

	Emily’s eyes widened. “You can? Oh, my, yes!” Emily exclaimed excitedly. “I would be ever so glad to know that, my lord!”

	“Very well. Now, what is next?” Gavin asked gently, a smile creasing his lips.

	“I have no further questions.”

	“Hmm? Well, I have some.”

	Emily’s gaze locked onto his face.

	“Marriage contracts made with those as young as you are, are normally agreed upon by a parent or guardian. I would rather not face Dancy when you agree to my proposal. I suppose, however, I shall have to visit your uncle in the Tower and get his approval.”

	“Oh, good heavens, no! You mustn’t see him!” Emily pulled away and rose from the couch abruptly. She turned and walked to a window. Silvery moonlight streamed through the glass, delineating her tense silhouette. “He is an awful man…quite mean…and terribly wicked. My lord, I am quite afraid of him!”

	“Emily? Good God! What has the rogue done to you?”

	She suddenly spun around and walked hurriedly to the door to the hall, and yanked it open.

	Gavin sprang up and followed her.

	“No!” she exclaimed sharply, raising a hand to hold him off. “I don’t wish to talk anymore tonight, Lord Leathem. I-I’m going to my room. Don’t follow me, please. I wish to be alone. And I beg you to make my excuses to the duke and duchess. And to the Porters. Explain that my head still bothers me. Which it does. G’night, m’lord.” She left Gavin wondering what had happened here.

	 

	


Chapter 10

	EUSTACE Dancy huddled on the narrow cot in his tower cell. Taken into custody two weeks ago and lodged in the Tower of London, he managed to send help to his cronies for funds to ease his incarceration. First, he paid to be removed from among other prisoners—pickpockets, thieves, murderers—to a private cell. He next spent handsomely for a straight-backed, wooden chair, and a small table upon which rested a half flagon of wine and a single glass. A stack of dirty dishes from today’s noon meal spread atop the table.

	A washstand with a basin, hard soap, tattered towels, and shaving instruments stood in a corner of his cell. A metal chamber pot was shoved beneath the wooden stand. Not the comforts of home, but more than what other inmates, crowded into cells of twenty or more, endured. The vile stench of men kept in close quarters, sweating, pissing against the walls, and doing other things, permeated the larger cells’ atmosphere. There was even a small square carpet on Eustace’s private cell to stop dampness from seeping from up the gray stone of the Tower. Always slick of tongue, Eustace talked himself into the rather lush surroundings after naming names, falsifying his information, and managing not to incriminate himself. He would not hang nor would he be transported. Negotiations on his upcoming release were now ongoing.

	Eustace expected to be let out of prison and should go scot free in a day or so. Today, he hoped. He waited impatiently for the wily barrister he hired to spur his release. Eustace had kept a stash of gold hidden away as insurance should he get caught—much of it came from the Dancys and what he and his cohorts’ took from joint criminal endeavors. It would seem freedom was rather expensive, but born in White Chapel, Eustace was smart and crafty as well.

	He was munching on a bruised piece of fruit, juice running out one corner of his mouth as his discolored teeth bit into it when Riddell Swinster was allowed into his cell. The lawyer smiled toothily, settling his fat rump on the rickety wooden chair. That small luxury had cost Eustace twenty-five shillings.

	Eustace snarled at his gaoler to leave them alone. When the cell door clanged shut, he turned his piercing glare at Swinster. “Well? Do I get outta this hell hole today?”

	The barrister placed a leather portfolio on the table, shoving the dirty dishes out of his way. “First, Dancy, where is my fee?”

	“Yer fee? What do ye take me for, pettifogger?” Eustace sprang up from his cot, his excited tones jumping one octave higher. He ranted at the lawyer, his beefy hands gesturing angrily. His temper was hot with rage; his brain was ready to explode. Even so, he managed to keep it under control. The man before him was his last resort if he wanted to be released from the Tower. He had no more ready funds to pay him, but the rotund barrister didn’t know that. Eustace would lie his way outta this just like he did many times before. Fake his wimpy humility if need be.

	“Ye’ll see the rest o’yer fee when a carriage is waitin’ fer me outside the Tower’s front portal. Now get yer business done by t’morrow before noon. One of my men will turn over yer fee when I’m free. And no later than t’morrow! Hear me!” Dancy threatened.

	* * * *

	The following day, Eustace had Riddell Swinster picked up at his residence in Half Moon Street. He didn’t want any mishaps with the lawyer not showing up at the Tower on time. One of Eustace’s less disreputable cohorts sat on the carriage’s bench seat in Mayfair when the dandyish lawyer stepped out of his town house. The man frowned, halting next to a closed carriage. Although wary, the lawyer never recognized the driver as one of Eustace’s cutthroats.

	“What is this?” Swinster huffed, his expression annoyed.

	“G’day, gov’ner.” The driver spit a succinct explanation between two missing teeth. “I been ordered to drive ye to the Tower—paid for the ride by a Mr. Dancy. I’m ta wait there till ye finish wi’ yer business inside.”

	“And why is that?”

	“Why, ta make sure a certain gen’tlman steps outta them doors wi’ ye.” He cackled. “Or there’s no deal.”

	Riddell Swinster often did business with nefarious and dangerous criminals, but he always demanded payment in advance. He was more than leery of the man accused as a traitor to the King, so he added a heavy fee for Eustace Dancy. Then, he argued long and hard for total and immediate payment, but this time, it didn’t work. Dancy told him he could take it or leave it. And where he could shove it. He would hire someone else. Greedy as always, Swinster negotiated a smaller upfront fee. Final payment was due only when Dancy was released.

	Swinster paid hefty bribes to those employed in the Tower. They cost him a fine penny, but he got the accused man off the hook. Dancy claimed, long and loud, that his accusers spouted lies against him, all evidence was flimsy and coincidental—if not fictitious and totally erroneous. Riddell knew the law, and he had a fine, mesmerizing voice. His silver-edged tones sounded more than convincing. He harangued the bewigged magistrates and justices with sincerity when he appeared before them on behalf of his nefarious clients.

	Dancy’s release had been decided within minutes. Riddell strongly advised Eustace to leave town and not return in a decade or if government insiders learned of his unorthodox release. If the damn culprit didn’t take his advice and was again apprehended, it wasn’t his problem. He made an error in judgment taking on this client, but he wouldn’t get involved a second time.

	Swinster set his foot into the waiting coach. “I don’t want to hear excuses when this nasty business is over and done with, so hurry up now and get moving. I won’t waste my time on the likes of Eustace Dancy if I can help it.” Riddell slammed the door shut and leaned back against the stained squabs.

	The jarvey leaned over and replied, “Right ye are, gov’ner.” He laughed. “Niver fear. Billy Yates don’t make mistakes when he’s paid good money to do somethin’.”

	Swinster smiled snidely. He’d soon have a wad of money safely in his hands and in his bank account as soon as Dancy stepped out through the doors of the Tower with him. Good riddance to bad rubbish! When the coach halted in front of the prison, Riddell emerged from it swinging his Malacca cane jauntily, a leather portfolio tucked under his other arm. He strode briskly through the Tower’s entrance. An hour later, Riddell accompanied Eustace Dancy out of the jail’s double doors. A different vehicle stood waiting at the entrance.

	“What is going on here, Dancy? What happened to the other carriage and driver?” Swinster asked, pausing in his stride.

	“He must’ve have had other business. But you’re welcome to ride with me.”

	With that, Eustace took a firm grip on the lawyer’s fleshy arm and forcibly coaxed him into the larger vehicle. Inside, two men grabbed the lawyer and yanked him farther inside. Eustace jumped in behind him. Grabbing Swinster’s cane, Eustace rapped on the carriage’s roof. Four horses plunged into the leather traces as the bulky carriage lumbered away from the Tower in what appeared to be a great hurry.

	“Dammit, what is this damn nonsense, Dancy?” Swinster growled. “I’m not going anywhere with you until I get final payment!”

	“Hear this, you miserable, thievin’ pettifogger. I ain’t givin’ you no more blunt! Now shet up your miserable, lying mouth before I shet it for ye!”

	Eustace’s two cohorts wrestled Swinster to the carriage’s floor and held him down.

	“Search him,” Eustace ordered one of the men. “See what he’s got in his pockets or anything on his person—coin or jewelry—take whatever is valuable. He won’t need it where he’s going.”

	“Here now, stop this!” Swinster complained, panic stealing into his voice. “What do you think you’re doing, Dancy?”

	“Takin’ back my blunt, you blasted, goddamn bloodsucker!”

	One of the men clubbed the lawyer on the head with a stubby shank of wood. Swinster immediately stopped squawking and collapsed into a silent, unmoving lump. A large hand came up holding a leather purse after digging it out of an inside pocket in the lawyer’s well-tailored jacket. “Here ‘tis.” The ruffian held it up then tossed it to Eustace.

	“Good man. Let him stay where he is. When we get to a bridge, you can help our friend there to the outside and shove him over the edge.” Eustace chuckled wickedly. “Seems a fine day for a swim, eh what?” Eustace spat out the humorous retort, and looked down at the unconscious barrister as he roared with nasty laughter.

	* * * *

	An hour or more later, Eustace’s carriage halted on a narrow bridge a short distance from London proper. His two burly cohorts then dragged Riddell Swinster out of the carriage, lifted him bodily over the side of the bridge’s rail, and let go of him. With a loud splash, the form of an ungainly, rotund male quickly disappeared beneath the strong current of turbulent water as it flowed beneath the bridge. The ruffians wiped their hands on their trousers and returned to Eustace, who waited in the vehicle. He had considered not paying his cohorts at all. A quick tap on the carriage’s roof while they dumped Swinster, and the driver could have whipped the horses and drove off. But Eustace thought better of it. He might need the goodwill of those two should he end up in trouble with the law again. He loosened the cords on the leather pouch they had removed from Swinster’s pocket and counted out several large coins. He tossed payment to the men.

	“I take it ye two can find yer way back to Seven Dials.”

	Two shaggy heads bobbed in agreement. “Yer lips are sealed, remember? Not a word. No bleating out a tale ta the bloody news sheets. And damn you, don’t mention my name ta Bow Street’s robin red breasts. Talk ta nobody about me, d’ye hear! ’Cause where I’m goin’ is none o’ yer business. If I hear ye was spreadin’ rumors, I’ll find ye, and ’twouldn’t be pretty when I do.”

	“Righto, Dancy,” the pair responded as one.

	“Now git! I got me some serious thinkin’ to do.” Eustace lifted Swinster’s Malacca cane and rapped its silver handle against the coach’s roof.

	The carriage jerked forward, and the two ruffians stumbled backward, sprawled down on their arses on the bridge. Whipped into action by a heavy-handed blow from the driver, the equines plunged ahead, leaving London and heading toward Kent as ironbound wheels rattled over the slats of the narrow, wooden span.

	 

	


Chapter 11

	ANXIOUS to learn what more he could about Emily, the next morning Gavin avoided the wilderness path, and cantered Pegasus down the dusty lane to Toynton-under-Hill and the White Dove Tavern. When he entered, Bart Whiggs looked up and greeted Leathem. “Good mornin’, m’lord. Kin I pour ye a tankard?”

	Somehow, the barkeep had learned of his title. Gavin wondered what other gossip had spread to the village about him. He slid his buttocks onto a stool at the bar. Beside him a stool was currently occupied by a whiskered codger he remembered from his first visit. Swallowing a deep draught of the foamy liquid, Gavin shifted his attention to the old fellow.

	“Good day, sir,” Leathem said, friendly-like.

	The ancient villager squinted over at Gavin. “’Tain’t sure about that.” His voice came out rusty with old age. “’Tis early yet. Might know the weather som’ot better later t’day.” The old man cackled, downing a mouthful of ale and wiping a shirtsleeve across his gray whiskers.

	Gavin’s dark eyes crinkled at the corners, and he laughed with the old gent.

	Whiggs had meandered along the bar toward the pair, dragging a damp rag on the polished surface. “This here is Jonas Sparks, m’lord. Jonas knows ev’rybody and ev’rythin’ about Toynton-under-Hill. I’d guess Jonas has been here since the year of the flood. Ain’t that right, Jonas?” Whiggs added a low guffaw and a sly wink at Leathem. “Mind ye, m’lord, iffen yer still curious, Jonas here can talk yer ear orf better than me.”

	“That stream in back niver rose over them banks since a decade past, Bart Whiggs. I knows that to be true,” the old man spit out, frowning. “’Cause I made note o’that.”

	It would appear the two men had been in the middle of an argument before Leathem arrived.

	Now Gavin leaned toward Jonas, noticing the old man’s tankard was almost empty. “Pour Mr. Sparks more ale, barkeep.”

	Whiggs filled the tankard, and Jonas raised it in salute to Gavin. “Mighty obliged, m’lord.” Glistening foam bubbled over the rim and dripped down the mug’s sides.

	Gavin moved a little closer. “Mr. Whiggs tells me you know all there is to know about John Dancy’s family. Is that so?”

	The old man eyed Gavin suspiciously. “Aye. What d’ye wish to know about ’im?”

	“For one thing, I’d like to know where John and his family came from.”

	“Aye. That I can tell ye. Mebbe even more.”

	“P’haps we can go on from there, Mr. Sparks.”

	Gavin would keep the codger in ale to continue the conversation.

	“John Dancy was a good man,” the aged fellow began. “A hard worker. ’Is wife, Grace, weren’t so easy to like.” Jonas now grumbled, “She thought herself too high and mighty for the rest o’us.”

	Jonas slurped from his tankard, licking the white foam from his lips before continuing. “She kept to ’erself, she did.” His wizened brow puckered in a frown. “Niver gossiped nor made friends wi’ t’other women in the village.”

	He paused then and grinned. “Now, the daughter, well, she was somethin’ else,” Jonas cackled. “Pert little thing. A little babe when she first come ’ere. Friendly-like, she was. Allus smilin’. She soon made friends with Squire Traymore’s eldest daughter, Wilma.” Jonas drank more ale. “The two gels was close in age, and they both attended Reverend Everhard’s church school. The Reverend retired a year ago. There’s a new vicar now. Name o’ Pinckney. Young feller…”

	Before the craggy ancient got completely off track, Gavin pressed, “Mr. Sparks, did you ever hear the name Eustace Dancy?”

	“Aye. That I did. He was John’s stepbrother I guess ye’d call him. Adopted by John’s folks b’fore ’e was born.”

	“Go on,” Gavin prodded.

	“That feller, Eustace, well, he run off from here as a boy. Niver heard back from ’im fer years. John figured ’e was dead. Till one day ’e showed up unexpected like. John made a big fuss over ’im fer the short while ’e stayed ’ere. John’s wife, well, she didn’t take to ’im.” Jonas frowned. “He was like the prodigal son the Reverend Everhard spoke about enuff times during his sermons.” Jonas tilted his gray head back, emptied his tankard, and wiped his lips with the back of a hand.

	“Barkeep.” Gavin waved Whiggs over. “Mr. Sparks did a lot of talking. He needs another tankard of ale.”

	“Yer still thirsty, Jonas?”

	“O’course, I am. Whadda take me for? My whistle needs more’n two tankards to get wet.”

	The bartender pulled a wry face, but he pulled another full tankard from behind the counter and pushed it in front of Jonas. “How about ye, m’lord. Ready for another?”

	“Not yet.” Gavin bent close to keep the ancient villager talking.

	Jonas blew some of the foam off and took a deep swallow. “Johnny was sittin’ right ’ere, chewin’ my ear orf one night and complainin’,” the old man said with a chuckle. “Bart’s da owned the tap then. Seems John and ’is missus had a row. Somethin’ about that stepbrother of his. ’Twas then John told me he’d been born in Kent. Said ’is wife was a lady. Raised in a fancy house near where John met ’er. When her pa, the squire, learned she was carrying John’s babe, he disowned ’er. Told them not ta show their faces around there ever again.”

	“Were they married?” Gavin asked.

	The old man took a coughing fit before he could reply. “Cain’t answer yer question, m’lord.” But he grinned and gave Gavin a sly wink. “If yer askin’ me, it don’t matter much iffen they was wed or not. Happens allus time in the country. At times folk don’t have time enuff to get shackled.” He cackled again. “So mebbe the Dancys said them words in church or over the anvil, or mebbe they din’t.” Jonas chortled even louder.

	Gavin realized the old man was now in his cups, so he didn’t expect more sense from him. But he threw in one more question. “Do you remember where in Kent John Dancy said he came from?”

	Jonas swallowed the dregs from his last tankard of ale. His droopy head nodded, tilting forward. He rested it on his folded arms atop the bar. “Near Less…B-Bodem…m’lord…” Jonas snorted, and fell asleep. His snores rumbled across the now-busy taproom. Men winked and smiled to one another as if this happened often. Gavin moved away, directing his next remark to Whiggs. “Is the old fellow to be believed?”

	The barkeep nodded, emphatically. “Aye, m’lord. Everythin’ is kept in his head. Ye kin depend on whatever he tells ye t’be true.”

	“Well, then, I’d best be on my way, Mr. Whiggs.” Gavin threw more silver coins on the polished mahogany and strode out to Pegasus who was chomping on the bit. The earl mused about what he would do next as he cantered back to the duke’s estate. At first he meant to send his man of business to Kent, and have him report what he learned about Emily and her family—bad or good—illegitimate or legitimate. He smiled silently, bringing to mind that most every English aristocrat he knew had one or two bastards in their lineage. He had a couple in his own ancient history.

	While Gavin rode back to the duke’s castle, he decided to make a trip to Kent himself rather than ask someone else to investigate. When in Lesser Bodem, he might learn what he needed from the horse’s mouth so to speak. Tunbridge Wells was half a day’s ride from Four Towers, his estate in Kent. He had a faint recollection about the tiny village near the Wells. He would discover what he wanted there, then return to Surrey in time for the duke’s final ball. Emily had agreed to give him an answer to his proposition at that time. As long as she wasn’t married, a murderess, or a spy like her uncle, she would do nicely as his countess.

	Gavin’s valet packed a valise and had Pegasus readied for another long journey. Leathem left a note for his hosts explaining unexpected matters needed tending elsewhere, but promised that he would return for the ball.

	He left the duke’s castle within the hour. He took the wilderness shortcut from the stables, guiding his horse to sidestep branches and overgrowth on the path toward Toynton-under-Hill. He missed encountering Emily by a hair when she returned from her visit to the graveyard and the church’s vicar. Leaving the village behind, Gavin galloped Pegasus over the stone bridge and up the steep rise into the hills toward the southeast and Kent.

	* * * *

	Last evening Emily and Wilma had come up late from supper and stood with guests in the Rose Room. “I asked Harry to formally introduce the earl to me, Emmie. I should like to make friends with him if he is to be your husband.”

	“Wilma! Shush! Someone will hear you!” Emily warned her friend.

	Wilma fluttered her fan in front of her mouth. “Nobody will guess. I crossed my heart, didn’t I? And I won’t mention a word even to Harry. Who would guess? Leathem was a wily bachelor for almost two decades.” Wilma tilted her head to one side, her open fan moving slowly. “Remember, the earl held you up in front of him on his horse in full view of everyone when we were promenading in the duchess’s rose garden. That has to mean something!”

	“Yes, and I told him beforehand that he needn’t—”

	“The earl is a gentleman, Em. A white knight, like my Harry. He would never have left you on the wilderness path alone, injured or not.” Wilma blinked. “Besides, you were hurt and dazed when I saw you. You could scarcely walk without assistance.”

	“Well, Willy, since then I’ve been thinking.” Out of the corner of her eye, Emily had seen Leathem striding across the room toward her and Wilma last evening. Gavin Fielding’s height alone made him stand out.

	“I’m still not sure I should marry him…”

	From across the room Harry had called out, “Drat it, Leathem, hold on—”

	Gavin didn’t halt until he stood before both ladies. He promptly bowed. “Lady Porter, we have not been formally introduced but—”

	Harry had hurriedly pulled up short next to Gavin. “Let me do this, Leathem,” the viscount began. “My dear, may I present a good friend, the Earl of Leathem. Gavin Fielding…meet m’wife, Lady Wilma.” Gavin bowed again. Harry glanced over at Emily. “I believe you already know Miss Dancy.”

	“I do indeed.” Gavin reached for Emily’s hand, and she let him take it. “We meet again,” he said, softly, capturing her crystalline gaze, and holding her fingers a bit longer than was proper. “I’m happy to note, Miss Dancy, that you seem better.”

	“Good evening, my lord. Yes, I am,” Emily responded.

	Gavin then shocked Emily by announcing she and he were partners in the treasure hunt. Within moments, the duke ordered the treasure hunt underway. Leathem took her hand and pressed it onto his muscled forearm. Tingles raced over Emily’s skin. No man—certainly not her father nor Tony Kendall—ever caused that kind of feeling. Even now, slight tremors fluttered in her stomach. She had never kissed a man in a romantical way. How would it feel to have the earl’s lips touching hers? Warm? Wet? Would she like it? Or hate it? Wilma confessed blushingly, that she thoroughly enjoyed kissing Lord Harry, but then, she dearly loved her husband. Would Emily like kissing Leathem if she accepted the earl’s offer?

	* * * *

	Emily felt a lot better after a good night’s rest. She hadn’t been bothered by dreams or nightmares and was already awake when Betsy knocked on the door.

	“Yer lookin’ more spritely today, Miss Emily.”

	“Yes. I’m much better, thank you, Betsy.”

	Emily ate a light breakfast, donned her bonnet, and threw a shawl over her shoulders. “I know my way out of the mansion now,” she said, grinning. “I’m going to visit my parents’ graves in the village this morning. When Lady Wilma wakes, let her know where I went.”

	“I’ll walk with you, Miss Emily.”

	“No, Lady Wilma needs you. I lived around here, remember. We often walked the lane alone. I even brought my brogues." Emily lifted her hem and showed the maid her sturdy walking shoes. "But I won’t take the wilderness shortcut today.”

	“Aye, I’ll tell m’lady so she don’t worry.”

	“Mention that I may visit the vicar, too, if he’s at the church. So I may be gone for a while.”

	“Reverend Everhard’s no longer there. Retired last year, he did. The new vicar’s name is Pinckney.” Betsy blushed. “The reverend sure is fine lookin’ for a preacher.”

	Emily grinned. “Oh? He must be young then.”

	“Aye, that he is. And not yet taken either.”

	The new churchman must be quite handsome because Betsy’s cheeks were rosy just talking about him.

	“I’ll remember that,” Emily said.

	Leaving the castle, she strode briskly along the dirt lane. Happy to be in the country again, she threw back her head and breathed in crisp air tinged with sunshine. Dewdrops still clung glistening to tall grasses on the verge, their stems swaying in a light breeze.

	She was anxious to visit her former village. After almost two years living amidst London’s smoke-fogged, squalid streets, she felt free as a bird strolling in the country. Good feelings burned inside her as she walked along the lane, recalling another encounter with the earl.

	* * * *

	Emily mused dreamily as she rambled along the lane the next morning until she was startled by a jackrabbit hopping out of the grass in front of her unexpectedly. Any more thoughts about kissing the earl were quickly wiped away. Emily bent and reached out a hand to the furry creature.

	“Well, now, aren’t you out early today?” She crooned to the fluffy hare. “Are you going to the village, too? Well then, hop along beside me.” She giggled, watching the rabbit take one or two hops, then stopped. His nose twitched and dark, button eyes stared up at her. But then he turned and hopped off, disappearing again in the grass. Emily straightened up and started again toward Toynton-under-Hill.

	The village’s tallest building, the church’s bell tower, came into view behind a blind curve in the lane. Emily knew the cemetery was located behind the church. Her heart started to flip-flop. It was almost two years since her parents were laid to rest. Without thinking, she released a few anguished sobs. She walked faster toward the village, scooted around the church’s entrance, and entered the cemetery. Pausing, she gazed at the dark gray headstones marking the graves. Some were quite ornate. Statues depicting angels or saints. Others were merely slabs of stone with names and dates of loved ones chiseled into the granite.

	Emily drew in a deep breath. She strolled slowly along the grassy aisle, taking time to read the headstones. She remembered many names, deceased villagers from her childhood. She knew her parents’ graves were near a large elm tree. As she walked, she saw flowers scattered over some graves. There were no posies on the Dancys’ graves, of course. She never thought to bring any, but she vowed to come back before leaving Surrey and leave a memento of her visit.

	Emily’s parents shared a headstone. The instructions had been written in her father’s will. They shared everything else, why not their headstone? Although her parents had not always been in good conscience with one another, it would seem their problems dissolved once they closed their bedchamber door. The next morning they appeared in charity with one another again. Was that how Wilma made up with Lord Harry? In bed? And if she married Leathem, would they share a bed? What if they argued? Would they remain friends?

	Emily’s thoughts wandered briefly, but she soon sank to her knees in front of her parents’ plot. There were no birthdates on the headstone for either parent, only their names and the day they were killed. Without any warning, long-held and suppressed emotions escaped her; her lungs squeezed tight and pumped, and she began to whimper and sob. Salty tears overflowed her eyes and dribbled down her cheeks. She fought to gulp in air and sorrowful breaths of fresh country oxygen as if that could cease her mourning.

	Finally, sounds accompanying her misery quieted. She wiped her cheeks dry with gloved fingers, ducked her head, and prayed. “I miss you both so much,” she whispered. “But, Papa, you knew all about Eustace. How could you let him take me?” She sniffed noisily. “You must have known how awful he was?” Emily uncorked a long-buried disappointment about her father, her fingers twisting together in her lap. Sucking in a deep breath and sighing audibly, she squeezed her eyelids shut. “What should I do?” She asked, the question spoken out loud. “I-I can’t let him find me. But I know he’ll try, and then what? I don’t ever want to go back with him! Oh, Papa, I’m so afraid. I don’t know what to do, or where I can go to be safe.”

	A rustling in the grass behind Emily startled her. She whipped her head around. A tall, black-garbed male stood above and behind her, his silhouette haloed by the bright morning sun. Emily had been thinking of Eustace and her father when the sudden fear bolted through her. She hurriedly scrambled to her feet. Could her uncle have found her here?

	“Oh! Good heavens!” she exclaimed, sucking in a loud gasp. “Y-you startled me, sir. Who are you, may I ask?”

	“I’m the new vicar here at St. Baldwin’s, Miss. I didn’t mean to intrude on your prayers. I’m very sorry. Please forgive me.”

	Emily puffed out a relief-filled breath. “Of course, I should have guessed. Betsy Squiller did mention St. Baldwin has a new cleric…you are Reverend Pinckney, aren’t you?”

	“Yes. Do you know me?” the young curate asked, adding a smile. “Or are you new to the parish?”

	“No, not new, Reverend. My parents are…I mean…were…John and Grace Dancy. I’m their daughter. And I have been away from Toynton-under-Hill for almost two years. I came here today to visit my families’ graves.”

	“No wonder you look so sad. Perhaps I can help. Would you like to come inside? A cup of hot tea may settle you and calm your sensibilities? My housekeeper would be glad to oblige us.”

	“Thank you, yes, Reverend Pinckney.” Emily stooped to brush dirt and grass from her skirt. “I would like that very much. And perhaps you can tell me what’s been happening in the village while I’ve been away.”

	“I’ll do my best…Miss…?”

	“I’m Emily Dancy. I’m staying at the Duke of Carlisle’s estate this week.”

	“How lovely for you. But come, let’s go inside the rectory. I believe Mrs. Caddy has just taken a pan of sweet buns out of the oven.” He tilted his nose upward and sniffed. “I smelled them baking when I came out for a short stroll. You may ask me whatever you like while we have our tea. Unfortunately, I must tell you that I have been here only a short time, so I may not be of great help.”

	As it turned out, Reverend Pinckney was of great help. As they chatted, he pulled out several thick ledgers off the rectory’s shelves. The former retired vicar had kept precise records. The names of John, Grace, and Emily were noted in a ledger along with the month and year they arrived in Toynton-under-Hill. The village in Kent from which they came was noted as well. But there was nothing more except the date when their bodies had been interred in St. Baldwin’s cemetery.

	Emily drank her tea then thanked the new curate. Anxious now to return to the duke’s mansion, she hurried on her way. Her head whirled with the new information she learned about her and her family. She finally knew where her grandparents, her parents, and she originated. Could she have other relatives living in Kent? Perhaps, she wasn’t as alone in the world as she thought. Perhaps, she had family who knew of her. Perhaps, someone who remembered what Eustace was like—even relatives who would take her in and keep her safe from her uncle until she gained her inheritance and could disappear so he could never find her.

	Emily was so excited she almost ran all the way back to the castle. First, she had to tell Wilma what she learned. And then, somehow, she had to go to Kent, to the village of Lesser Bodem to discover her roots. It dawned on her she must not even consider marrying the earl until she knew more about herself.

	* * * *

	Emily missed seeing the earl when she arrived back at the Carlisles’. Running up the steps to the entrance breathless, she halted to question a footman. “Do you know the whereabouts of Lady Wilma Porter?” She panted, forgetting her manners. Eyebrows curved, the haughty servant stated, “Your Graces and their guests are currently having luncheon on a rear terrace. Do you need help to find your way, Miss?”

	“No, thank you,” Emily responded hurriedly. She grabbed her skirts up high so she wouldn’t trip over them, and sped up the central staircase. She needed to change before appearing on the terrace. Betsy must either be in Wilma’s chamber or in hers and would help her dress quickly.

	Emily was bursting with news. She knew of only one living relative currently—Eustace. There could be other family members she never knew about.

	Betsy was in Emily’s room and helped her don a proper gown, dressy slippers, and a fancy bonnet, the one with the ostrich feather she had flapped at Leathem’s mount. Spinning about to see her reflection in the cheval glass, she asked, “Do I look all right, Betsy?”

	“Fine, Miss Emily. Ye look mighty fine.”

	“Good. Then show me where luncheon is being set. I need to speak with Lady Wilma right away.”

	“Is something wrong, Miss?” the lady’s maid asked, her face scrunching into a concerned frown.

	“Not to worry. I’ll tell you later, but first I must find Wilma.”

	“Well, I’m glad it ain’t anythin’ bad, Miss Emily.” Betsy’s round-cheeked face broke into a smile. “Come on. I’ll lead you down a back staircase and through the servant’s hall. Luncheon is on a terrace overlooking the duchess’s rear garden.”

	Emily muttered quietly, “Good heavens, I hope it isn’t near the blasted rosebushes.”

	The large terrace was very wide and rather long. And, as it turned out, it didn’t face the rose garden. It being spring, not summer, no rosebuds had yet burst into full bloom to plague Emily with sneezing fits. She spied Wilma and Harry seated near the castle’s wall. She worked her way through the maze of tables with guests. Some were already eating. Others idled along the buffet tables. Carlisle was known to have marvelously talented chefs he imported from the Continent. More than one Frenchman deserted his homeland to work in England’s aristocratic kitchens. One could only guess what treat the duke’s kitchen would surprise the guests with today.

	A score of liveried servants wended their way amongst the twenty-five tables scattered across the large terrace, their large silver trays carried glasses of bubbling champagne.

	Emily halted as Harry rose to his feet and Wilma greeted her. “Sit with us, Emily.” She asked her husband, “Fix a plate for Emily, Harry, dear.”

	“My pleasure.” Smiling, the viscount held out a chair for Emily then left to do as he was asked.

	Wilma turned back to Emily. “You’re out of breath and your cheeks are flushed. What happened that I don’t know about? Have you seen Leathem and accepted his offer?”

	“No, nothing of that sort, Wilma, but I do have some very exciting news.”

	“Oh, good! Tell me what it is.”

	“I walked into Toynton-under-Hill to visit my parents’ graves this morning. The news is about my family.”

	“Oh, my! If I had known, I would have gone with you, Em. You shouldn’t be out walking to the village by yourself.”

	“Oh, Willy, we strode that lane by ourselves so many times when we were young. It’s perfectly safe,” Emily retorted. “Anyhow, I can’t wait to tell you what I learned.” Emily tilted forward. “I met the new vicar, Reverend Pinckney, while I was there. He invited me in for tea, Willy, and when I asked, he dug out some old church ledgers, and guess what? He found my grandparents’ names and Uncle Eustace’s, as well as mine and my parents. And the area where we came from! He showed me the date my parents and I arrived from Tunbridge Wells in Kent. Of course, I wouldn’t remember. I was too young.” Emily sat back, smiling, her cobalt eyes sparkling.

	Wilma smiled. “Yes, you were young, same as me then. But I remember the day we met, Emily. I was waiting outside the butcher’s shop while my mother went inside. The butcher’s son had started teasing me with that awful pig’s heart. Blood dribbled from his fingers. Ugh! He scared me half to death with that thing!”

	Emily rolled her eyes. “How could I forget? It was frightful! So were your loud, ear-splitting screeches!” Emily grinned broadly.

	“Emily, you little wretch! You’d screech, too, if he did it to you! But you did grab my hand, and the two of us ran off and hid in the bushes so that nasty scamp couldn’t taunt us with that ugly thing again.”

	“Remember how horrified our mothers were?”

	“Goodness, how well I remember. The butcher should never have let his horrid son carry that awful thing around!”

	“The butcher scolded him, even threatened him with the meat clever as I recall.” Emily snickered. “Good thing his son dropped it, or his father might have done more than box his ears.”

	Wilma nudged Emily. “Our mothers gave Mr. Blagett and his son the cutting edges of their tongues.” The two women giggled, recalling their ghastly childhood episode.

	“You know something else, Wilma?” Emily murmured, adding another low chuckle.

	“What?”

	“The more I think about it, the more I think it was Lennie Blagett’s way of getting your attention. He wanted you to notice him because he was sweet on you, Willy. But you stuck your tongue out at him.”

	“Oh, good Lord, do you think so?” Wilma’s blue eyes twinkled. When she sobered up from her giggles, she patted Emily’s hand. “But I am glad you learned somethings about your parents. What will you do now, Em?”

	“Umm…I don’t really know. I must think on it.”

	Just then, Harry returned with a plate of food for Emily from the buffet tables.

	“Oooh, thank you, Lord Harry. I’m famished. I ate only a small breakfast.”

	One of the duke’s servants stopped at their table, holding a tray of glasses filled with bubbling champagne.

	Wilma and Harry each took a full glass.

	Emil blinked. She made a face at Wilma and Harry. “Uh, uh, no more champagne for me, thank you. I don’t need another sneezing fit. Those fizzy bubbles got me in trouble once before.”

	 

	


Chapter 12

	LEATHEM’S ancestral home, Four Towers, was located in Wrotham. The estate encompassed several thousand acres. On horseback it was a few hours’ ride to Tunbridge Wells.

	A spa town in Kent, the Wells was much larger than Wrotham. Lord North had discovered the bubbling springs that made Tunbridge Wells famous in 1606. A favorite of England’s peers for two hundred years, it appears it had a high concentration of iron in the waters of Chalybeate Springs. Some believed it enhanced a man’s ability to have intercourse and procreate. Gavin believed the medical hocus pocus was nonsense. He never had problems satisfying his lady friends between the bed sheets.

	Leathem’s father had immersed himself in the springs’ murky waters after Gavin’s birth, hoping to sire a spare to insure the Fielding name would live on. However, at the age of forty and seven, the earl succumbed to a hunting accident and sired no more Fielding offspring. Gavin’s mother died two years later from blood poisoning caused by an infected spider’s bite.

	After ending another long ride on Pegasus from Surrey, Gavin stopped at his ancestral estate to switch horses.

	“S’prised seein’ you come up the drive, m’lord.”

	Tom Baines, Gavin’s bearded, head groom at Four Towers, greeted the earl as he slid off the stallion. “Dint expect you fer another month what with all them highfalutin’ goings-on in the Metropolis.”

	“I had urgent business here in Kent, Tom. I’ve ridden Pegasus hard. He needs a rest. If you will saddle the big gray for me, I’ll be off again. I’m continuing to Tunbridge Wells.”

	“Aye, m’lord, will do. I hope nothin’s amiss?”

	The groom hinted, but Gavin didn’t explain. Old retainers, like Tom were as nosy as hell.

	“All’s fine. By the way, do you know a tiny village called Lesser Bodem?”

	The groom scratched his grizzled head, working a callused finger under his woolen cap. “Don’t b’lieve I do.”

	“It’s near Tunbridge Wells.”

	“Been to Tunbridge Wells, m’lord, but niver heard of a place called Lesser Bodem.”

	“Never mind, I’ll ask directions when I reach the Wells and ask about how to find the place. Just saddle the gray for me now. I’m in a hurry.”

	“Aye, m’lord. Right orf.”

	A big gray stallion was tacked up in minutes and brought out the stable for the earl. Gavin stuck a boot in the left stirrup and settled lithely on the equine’s broad back.

	“I’ll return here for Pegasus tomorrow or the day after. Meanwhile, walk him out and give him a good rubdown before you put him away and feed him.”

	“Aye, m’lord.”

	It was late afternoon as Leathem rode the big equine over open fields crisscrossed by low stone walls. The sturdy stallion jumped three or four-foot high stony barricades in easy strides as they headed south. Circling clumps of age-old oaks, the earl skirted Seven Oaks before galloping along the wide road leading to Tunbridge Wells and its spa. Gavin suspected Lesser Bodem was a bump in the road much like Toynton-under-Hill.

	Entering High Street, the center of Tunbridge Wells, he reined his stallion down to a walk. Well-dressed pedestrians dodged in front of his horse, intent on their own business. Several large carriages drove past him; others sat parked along the main thoroughfare. The earl nudged his horse’s flanks as they rambled past four and five-storied brick buildings, numerous small shops, a busy tearoom, a few offices, and one that appeared to be a gaming hell. The earl finally halted his horse in front of an inn, chuckling inwardly when he read the sign—Fallen Virgin Inn. Strange name or not, it must have a taproom. He needed to slake his thirst after his long ride and would, at the same time, inquire for a direction to Lesser Bodem. Tethering his horse, Gavin ran up steps to the inn’s reception area and thus through an arch to a taproom. He paused and adjusted his vision before entering its dimly lit interior. He quickly spotted the apron-wearing barkeep dispensing liquid refreshment. He thirsted for a foamy tankard or two of tangy English ale. After chatting with the tap’s verbose drink purveyor, Gavin soon learned what he needed to know about both Greater and Lesser Bodem.

	Later, Gavin rode out to Greater Bodem first. The village was not much larger than Lesser Bodem. He queried several shopkeepers, mentioning Henry Morrow’s name. He learned during his visit to the White Dove Tavern that the squire was Emily’s grandfather.

	Some older villagers remembered the stern-faced man from his years as a magistrate in Tunbridge Wells. One or two older females remembered the scandal concerning the squire’s daughter and John Dancy, more gossip Gavin garnered while in Greater Bodem. He next headed toward Squire Henry Morrow’s manor house in Lesser Bodem.

	A magistrate in Tunbridge Wells, the squire had resigned from the post years ago and was now, more or less, a recluse.

	Gavin trotted his gray mount onto an unkempt, dirt drive. A stand of massive maples grew tall beside a narrow path on his left, their branches spread like a canopy high above him. A small pond, ringed by cattails showed a dozen or more white ducks paddling slowly on the water’s unruffled surface. A small rowboat, with oars left inside, was tied to a small wooden wharf. At the far end of the drive, the manor house had a rickety fence half-covered by twisted vines around it.

	The driveway curved into a large circle. Gavin approached the entrance of the poorly maintained house and grounds. The manor’s brick and mortar walls soared three stories high. Several gabled roofs and four tall chimneys soared above the horizon. Not a cloud skated across the sky. Behind the house, a blazing sun dipped behind other rough-hewn outbuildings scattered across the property’s rear yard.

	When the earl dismounted, no one appeared at the front door to greet him. For a minute Gavin hesitated, grasping the horse’s reins. He squinted up at the mansion’s dingy façade, glimpsing a subtle movement, possibly a flutter of curtains at the second story’s mullioned window. Had someone peeked out at him?

	Gavin tied his horse to a metal hitching post, and strode purposely up the overgrown entrance path that ended with broken and uneven stone steps. He rapped on a brass knocker against the door’s dark wood. Removing his top hat, he tucked it beneath an armpit and waited. A riding crop in his other hand tapped impatiently against a carmine-banded, black leather riding boot.

	When no one came to the door, Gavin banged the knocker a second time. A man’s voice was heard grumbling from inside. “Hold on, dammit, will ye! I’m comin’. I’m comin’!”

	Gavin heard several bolts sliding across and a loud click before the door was roughly yanked open on squeaking hinges leaving just enough room for a pair of eyes to peer through the narrow slit.

	“Who be ye?” a raspy voice inquired.

	Leathem saw a craggy, bewhiskered countenance with bushy sideburns and a halo of untidy, gray hair, and wearing a shirt with no cravat, an unbuttoned waistcoat, and baggy knee britches. No jacket. The man looked to be in his dotage, perhaps, his seventh decade. Bent over slightly, he squinted suspiciously at the earl through metal-rimmed spectacles.

	“I was told I’d find Henry Morrow here in Lesser Bodem. Are you Squire Morrow, the gentleman with whom I wish to converse?” the earl inquired politely.

	“What do ye want of him?” the gray-haired codger snapped back.

	“I need to speak with him about his granddaughter.”

	“Ain’t got no granddaughter.” The aged curmudgeon growled a grumpy response. “No daughter, neither.” With that, he tried to shut the door on the earl. But Gavin stuck his boot in the gap and held it open.

	“Here now!” the old gent sputtered through angry lips. “Why did ye do that?”

	Obviously, the old fellow blocking the doorway was the person with whom Leathem wished to speak “I mean you no harm, Squire Morrow. I ask only a moment of your time. Hear me out if you will. I wish to know a few things that are important to both of us. You are the only person with whom I can discuss these vital matters.”

	Just then, a woman’s voice inquired from behind the old man. “Squire, is there some trouble here?”

	Gavin shoved the door wider and nudged into the dimly lit foyer. No way had he been invited inside by the irate, sputtering squire. But the housekeeper, noting his fine clothes, noble appearance, and aristocratic demeanor, stepped forward and smiled while politely asking, “Will ye come inside and visit with us, sir?”

	Morrow grumbled like an irritated bear. “Nobody asked him in, Mrs. Pearce.” He glared, irritated at his housekeeper from under bristling, gray eyebrows, fiercely swinging his hoary head from side to side. “Let be, woman. The blasted nob pushed his way in here like a London ruffian. I ain’t telling him nothin’.”

	“Squire Henry.” The housekeeper addressed the grouchy gent, patiently. “Seems to me it must be of some import or this fine gentleman ’twouldn’t be here without good reason. Now, why don’t ye take yerself off to the back parlor, sit in yer chair, and listen to what he has to say while I brew ye both a fresh pot of tea.”

	The old man glowered, still muttering behind his whiskers. But he reached out and bolted the front door again and shuffled ahead of Gavin into a small parlor. His muscles obviously stiff with age, awkwardly, he lowered himself into a wingchair facing the door. “Ye can stay for a short visit,” he snapped at Gavin, gruffly. “But yer not to take up my precious time with nonsensical family matters. I told you once that I ain’t got no family. Leastways, not anymore.” The squire pointed a gnarled, imperative finger at Gavin. “Now, sit down and spit out what ye think is so important.”

	Gavin sat, but he wanted to prod Morrow with a few questions.

	Squire Morrow vehemently denied a second time about a daughter and a granddaughter. Instead, crustily, he spoke about a different couple. “I’ll tell ye this much,” he rasped out, finally. “James Dancy was a good man, a blacksmith. His wife…damned if I can remember her name. But she was thought to be barren. So, the Dancys adopted a boy they found running loose on the streets of London.”

	The squire grunted, his expression twisted. “I can tell ye, too, that the Dancys made the worst kind of mistake. The boy was a blighter—a no good rogue right from the start—a bloody, thieving scoundrel.” The old man added a few more blue-tinged epithets. Spittle flew from between the thin lips behind which he was missing a front tooth. “He was less than a decade old when he pilfered things from the Wells’ shopkeepers. Owners complained aplenty. I warned the Dancys, and they promised to punish him. But I believe ‘twas done lightly, hoping the boy would grow out of his mischief.”

	The old man shook his head vehemently. “Sly and slick as a black-hearted devil, he was. ‘Course nobody caught him at it until one day Rugby Thorn caught him stealing. The boy swiped two enameled snuff boxes off his counter right before his eyes.”

	The old man’s brow wrinkled. “That lad, Eustace, nary showed one bit of good in him.” A dry cough caught in the old man’s throat, and he hacked noisily for a minute. When he recovered, the squire went on. “I clapped the boy into gaol, but James Dancy begged me to let the rascal go. He paid me, so I let him loose. Never shoulda done it. Shoulda let him rot behind them bars.”

	When the squire stopped talking, Gavin jumped in. “Squire Morrow, Eustace Dancy is currently in a London gaol accused of being a spy, a traitor to King and country.” Gavin watched the old man’s face, but seeing no surprise there, he pressed on. “Can you tell me more the Dancys? And his wife?” Gavin deliberately avoided mentioning Grace’s name.

	“What about ’em?” Morrow was still frowning.

	The squire had clammed up, but Gavin probed farther. “I heard the blacksmith and his wife left Tunbridge Wells and took Eustace with them. They settled in a hamlet named Toynton-under-Hill in Surrey. Turned out James Dancy’s wife wasn’t barren after all. She bore him a son, John. He grew up to be a cooper. One summer he turned up in Greater Bodem during Market Day, and—”

	Without warning, Gavin watched the old man’s face crumble.

	* * * *

	Harry Porter joined the duke’s male guests in the billiard room, lit a cheroot, and sipped a brandy or two after leaving Wilma and Emily on the terrace.

	The women had gone arm and arm heading abovestairs together.

	“Wilma, would it be terribly rude of me if I snuck away from the house party for a few days?”

	Wilma blinked, surprised by Emily’s question. “Are you not enjoying yourself, Em?”

	“Oh, no, that’s not the reason.”

	“Then what is the reason? Has it something to do with the earl’s offer?”

	Excited about news of her family, Emily had all but forgotten about the earl. She meant to speak with him, but so far, she hadn’t seen him here when she returned from her graveyard visit.

	But, first things first. She had rambled on to the maid while changing gowns and learned Betsy had a married cousin living in Tunbridge Wells. A plan forming in her mind, Emily decided to seek help from the Porters.

	“It’s something else.” Emily paused to inform Wilma, drawing in a shortened breath.

	What better time than now to beg a favor?

	“Willy, I’m hoping you and Lord Harry will grant me a great favor.”

	“A favor?” Wilma’s elegantly tweezed eyebrows arched. “Of course, anything. But what in the world—”

	“I need to take a journey,” Emily chimed in. “What I mean is, I need to borrow a carriage and a driver to take me to Kent.” Emily anxiously studied her friend’s face. Would Wilma turn down the favor she desperately needed?

	“Willy, I may never have an opportunity like this again, and I desperately need your help.” Emily drew in another apprehensive breath. “I hope to discover more relatives in Kent. I can’t answer the earl until I know for sure—yes, or maybe no. But if I do, I want to know what they’re like. And to be fair to Leathem I need to know before the ball. If I find out I have other nasty relatives like my uncle…I shall ask Leathem to retract his offer.”

	Wilma later presented Emily’s request to Lord Harry that day. First, he frowned, argued, and then refused. Wilma grew quiet, knowing how much Emily wanted knowledge about her family ties. Harry, doting husband that he was, suggested they travel to Kent after the duke’s ball. Wilma coaxed him with a few more kisses, promised enticements, and explained why Emily needed the equipage and driver now, not later. The besotted viscount, who had always spoilt his wife, agreed if Betsy accompanied Emily.

	* * * *

	Porter’s crested carriage with Emily and Betsy inside rolled down High Street in Tunbridge Wells. Their driver reined the horses to a halt at the entrance of the Fallen Virgin Inn.

	“My cousin is a barmaid at the Inn’s tap,” Betsy explained. “Wait here, Miss Emily, and I’ll go in and find her.”

	“I’ll go with you,” Emily replied. “She may be able to tell us what we wish to know right this minute.”

	Emily and Betsy entered the Inn, pausing briefly to adjust their eyes to the dimly lit reception area. A rotund barmaid hurried toward them from the taproom. “No ladies are allowed inside the tap,” she declared in firm tones, all but barring the archway. “Meals and drinks are served in the Inn’s dining parlor.”

	Quickly, Betsy exclaimed, “Dolly! Is that ye? Oh my, I’m so glad I found ye.” Wilma’s lady’s maid stepped forward, grinning at her cousin. “Cousin, ’tis me. And this is my lady friend, Miss Emily Dancy.”

	The barmaid’s round face broke into a sunny smile. “Betsy! Whadda ye doin’ in Tunbridge Wells, cousin?”

	“I’m here with my friend. She hopes to locate some lost relatives. Oh, Dolly, I hope ye can help us.”

	Leading the two women away from the archway and into a better lit area, the barmaid whispered, “I’m sorry I can’t talk with ye now, Betts, ’cause I’m workin’. But I’ll be free in a coupla hours.”

	Betsy turned to Emily. “I ain’t seen Dolly in ages, Miss Emily. Can we meet with her later?”

	“Why not? But first, let me reserve our lodging. Perhaps we can meet tomorrow. I’m travel weary and not thinking straight, so I want to be fresh when we begin to search for my family.” Emily turned her gaze on the barmaid. “We’re in dire need of direction, Dolly. I hope you can tell us what we need to know.”

	“Iffen I can’t, my husband can, Miss Dancy. Will was born in Tunbridge Wells. But did ye come all the way from Surrey?”

	“It’s a long story. I borrowed a friend’s equipage. Oh,” Emily said, turning to Betsy. “And I forgot. Our driver needs a place to sleep and stabling for the horses.”

	“My husband is a hostler here,” Dolly chirped in. “I’ll send him to find your driver. He’ll do what’s needed.”

	“Thank you,” Emily nodded. She headed to the concierge’s desk to reserve rooms for her and Betsy.

	“A fancy green carriage is waiting out front with a crest on the door.” Betsy supplied her cousin with the description.

	“My, my, Betsy girl, yer come up in the world.” The barmaid winked.

	“Nay, Dolly, I’m jest a lady’s maid. Lady Wilma Porter is a fine lady what lent us the carriage so’s we could come here. Lady Porter is Miss Emily’s good friend.”

	“I’ll talk to my husband. But I’m mighty glad to see and talk with ye. I had no news a’tall from Surrey for months.” Dolly threw a furtive glance over her shoulder, saw the barkeep frowning and waving her back to work. “I can’t talk now, cousin. But I’ll see ye later.” The barmaid left and hurried back to the taproom.

	 

	


Chapter 13

	A long whip snaked across the backs of four horses hitched to the cumbersome vehicle as it crossed London’s rural environs and rambled into Kent. Inside, Eustace Dancy, contemplated his next move. Percy Grafton, his adopted brother’s lawyer, sent notice he was named Emily Dancy’s guardian in John’s will almost two years ago, stating he would receive a monthly stipend. His niece would inherit funds from Grace Dancy’s mother’s estate when the girl came of age.

	Grace and John met at Market Day in Greater Bodem. John worked as a traveling cooper, and Grace had been shopping for a new pickle barrel. The pair talked, met subsequently, and fell in love. Aware of England’s social hierarchy, John never sought permission to marry Squire Morrow’s daughter. Instead, one spring day, the pair ran off together.

	Morrow had disavowed his daughter. His stubbornness never gave in to his wife’s tearful pleas. Grace wrote her mother a year later that all was well, but Henry grabbed the letter and burned it.

	Heartbroken during those many years, one day Mary met with Percy Grafton, a lawyer in nearby Tunbridge Wells, and hired him to write her will. Her inheritance was meant for Grace and her children. Months later, Mary died, never in charity with her unforgiving husband. The Dancys, Grace and John, were killed in a carriage accident weeks after Mary was buried. What would have been Grace’s inheritance would now be passed to Emily when she reached her twenty-first birthday.

	Meanwhile, Eustace’s carriage sped south toward Kent to confront Percy Grafton, learn Emily’s natal date, and demand release of her inheritance to him. He arrived in Tunbridge Wells half an hour before the Porters’ crested carriage pulled up in front of the Fallen Virgin Inn. He sent his driver and vehicle to the Inn’s stables, went inside and reserved a room for himself and his driver and their equipage, then sought the taproom. He needed a drink as well as information.

	Hurrying toward the street, a nob in a top hat brushed past him in the taproom’s archway. Eustace entered the tap and glancing around, noticing only a few customers sat at the bar. “A tankard fer every man here,” he ordered, magnanimously signaling the barkeep. “Drinks are on me, gents. Drink up!”

	What better way to get information then to buy a few free drinks? Eustace threw a gold coin onto the polished bar and settled his arse on a bar stool. “Here’s to ye!” With a friendly salute he grinned and raised a full mug, making eye contact with each man there. Good. None seemed to remember him except a gray-haired shopkeeper. Sure enuff. ’Twas the merchant who had him arrested for stealing a few damn snuffboxes. The bad memory seared Eustace’s brain. He gulped down his ale and ordered a refill for himself.

	Eustace chatted for half an hour or more with the tap’s clientele when he glanced toward the open archway, hearing women talking. Dressed stylishly and wearing a fancy bonnet, he recognized his missing ward immediately.

	Damme me, if the little bitch didn’t come up in this world. But how did she get here and when? Then it dawned on him. Bloody hell! The slut was here to claim her inheritance!

	For a few seconds an irrational scowl blackened Eustace’s brow. Then his forehead cleared, his crafty mind overcoming his fierce blast of ire.

	Now ain’t that just a bit o’ luck! He cackled silently and swiftly turned his face away. If his ward was here for the same reason he was—and he was almost sure she was—he dared not let her see him.

	Eustace kept a weather eye on Emily and the other female with her. He watched as the two women were shown abovestairs to their rooms. Letting five minutes to elapse, Eustace approached the concierge’s desk. He shook his head as if perplexed. “I tho’t I saw Miss Emily Dancy here in yer inn a while ago, innkeeper. Am I correct?”

	“I’m not the innkeeper, sir,” the clerk replied. “But, aye, that was the lady and her maid you saw.”

	“Hmm…” Eustace paused. “I’d like to ask Miss Dancy to sup with me. We’re old friends. Can you tell me what room she’s in?”

	He learned Emily’s room number, but before he did anything, he wanted first to visit Percy Grafton. A taproom customer had given him the direction. When he arrived at a brick building situated off the main street, he found a sign on the door that read-Closed. Come back tomorrow.

	Frustrated, Eustace banged on the door with the Malacca cane he took from Swinster. Ire boiled through his gut because he wasn’t able to meet face-to-face with Grafton right now. Turning away, he stopped into a nearby gaming hell to take the edge off his anger. A card shark, more adept than he was for a change, fleeced him of most of the blunt that he stole from Swinster. When he returned to the Fallen Virgin Inn, he was boiling mad as well as jug-bitten. He stumbled up the stairs to his room, and fell asleep, fully dressed, his pockets to let. The next morning, he awoke bleary-eyed, his head stuffed with goose feathers. The fact he’d let himself be cheated, made him more furious and steely-eyed. He rarely lost because he knew how to cheat. Now he vowed vengeance on the gambler and the gaming hell when he was again in funds.

	But first, he needed to meet with Percy Grafton and coax Emily Dancy’s inheritance out of him. The chit’s natal day had to be close or she wouldn’t be here to claim it. Dammit it! He would beat the little bitch at her own game.

	* * * *

	That morning Emily ordered the Porters’ carriage made ready for a drive to Lesser Bodem. Dolly and her husband had knocked on Betsy’s door last evening and gave her directions to the tiny village. Will mentioned, too, that Squire Morrow had become a recluse and may not let them inside when they arrived there.

	Emily had Percy Grafton’s letter with his address in Tunbridge Wells, but held off calling on him. Her first priority was to seek out her relatives, if any.

	“Oh, Betsy, I’m so excited!” Emily was on edge as the Porters’ vehicle pulled out of the Fallen Virgin Inn’s stable yard. “I can’t wait to get to Lesser Bodem and learn if I have relatives living there.”

	“I hope we find what yer looking for, Miss Emily.”

	Eustace saw the pair leaving the Inn that morning. When he did, he grabbed the reins of a tacked up horse and flipped a leftover copper he found in his pocket toward the Inn’s surprised hostler.

	“Here now! You can’t take that horse!” the hostler yelled. “’Tis already promised! Wait! I’ll get ye another!” Will frowned at the coin he caught so handily.

	“Never mind! This one will do fine!” Eustace shouted as he mounted and dug his heels into the equine’s ribs. He squinted at the crested vehicle trotting briskly along High Street and out of the village ahead of him.

	The road leading into Lesser Bodem boasted seven or eight small shops. Dogs ran loose in the street, barking and yelping; shop owners congregated in doorways eyeing the Porter’s fancy, spit ‘n’ polish vehicle trotting into the village’s center. The carriage’s ironclad wheels and the horse’s hoofs threw up clouds of gritty dust. Villagers gawked at the impressive lozenge painted on the coach’s doors. Even the butcher gaped as he rushed out of his shop to take a gander.

	“Oh, goodness,” Emily whispered. “This village reminds me of Toynton-under-Hill. Don’t you think so, Betsy?”

	“That I do, Miss Emily.” Betsy replied. “I remembers the day the Duke of Carlisle an’ his duchess came to town to welcome Reverend Pinckney to St. Baldwin’s. We was all standin’ out in the street smilin’ and clappin’ to get a good look at the nobs.”

	“Well, whom do you think I should ask about my relatives?”

	“Hmm…if I was ye, I’d speak with a churchman if there is one.”

	“Of course, you’re right. I’m so nervous, I can’t think straight.” The dust had settled outside, so Emily opened a window and stuck her bonneted head out. “I don’t see a church spire, Betsy,” she said, quickly ducking back inside. “I guess they don’t have one.”

	“Well, now,” the little maid pursed her lips. “See that big fellow over there? The one standing in front of the butcher’s shop? Let’s ask him.”

	The maid hopped out of the carriage and waited till Emily followed her.

	Meanwhile, Eustace slid off the pilfered horse and tied him to a tree at the edge of the village. He yanked the deep brim of his slouch hat down low to hide his face, and strode into town as to blend with the villagers.

	Gawkers’ eyes followed the two women as they approached a large man wearing a blood-stained apron. “Good morning, good sir,” Emily greeted him, a tentative smile stretching her lips.

	“Good mornin’ to ye, as well, Miss.” He ducked his chin as if Emily were a member of the gentry.

	“My name is Emily Dancy,” she said and then added, “And this is my friend, Betsy Swiller. I’ve come to locate my relatives. Can you tell me if any Dancys live here?”

	Without being aware of it, Emily and Betsy were now surrounded by wide-eyed, nosy, villagers. Eustace hung back, standing in front of a neighbor’s shop.

	“A Dancy, ye say?” The burly butcher squinted down at her, stating the obvious.

	“Yes, I am one. My parents are…well, they lived somewhere nearby before they relocated to Surrey, and—”

	The butcher rudely interrupted Emily. “Aye, mebbe that’s so, Miss, but there ain’t been no Dancys livin’ here fer more’n a decade or two ago.”

	The butcher scratched bloodstained fingers on his chin whiskers. “I seen right orf that ye wasn’t from here,” he said. “Yer much too young. Them Dancys what lived here was in their middle years. And besides, the missus was barren and had no offspring.”

	Emily’s disappointed glance flashed toward Betsy.

	A loud voice suddenly shouted from the crowd surrounding the butcher. “The blacksmith, James Dancy an’ his wife, ’dopted a young’un from London. Don’t ye r’member nothin’, Marbell?”

	A villager had reminded the butcher. “The lad was a black-hearted devil when the Dancys brung ‘im ‘ere. Or did ye lose yer memory altogether? Dint ye recall the boy was a bloody troublemaker, eh?”

	The butcher swung back to the women who had approached him. “Right. A ruddy sneak thief, he was. Well, the squire soon ran ’im and ’is folks outta town. I pity the next village that took ’em in.”

	Ears perked up, Eustace grumbled darkly when he heard the villagers’ slurs. “Dammed the slanderous bastards!” he mumbled. If he ever got close enough, he’d throttle the whole lot of what called him those names!

	“I remember now. Yer right, Hettie,” the butcher agreed. “He was a real nasty bloke.”

	Emily quickly but quietly spoke up. “Was his name Eustace?”

	“Aye, Miss, that ‘twas his name.”

	Another villager, named Neely crowded closer to Emily while badgering the butcher some. “I niver fergets a name. Specially, a black devil like that one, Marbell. But—”

	Emily quickly chimed in, “I-I’m sorry to tell you this, but he’s…I mean…Eustace Dancy is my adopted uncle.”

	“Gawd Almighty, Miss! Then yer mistaken iffen you thought he was ’ere!” Neely Jordan frowned from beneath the wide brim of his felt hat. “The squire warned them Dancys not ta show their faces here ever again. And glad I am that I ain’t seen ’ide nor ’air of that scoundrel in less than twenty years! Good riddance to bad trash!”

	The crowd fluttered around Emily and Betsy, muttering amongst themselves and agreeing with the villager’s sentiments.

	“The Dancys you mentioned were my grandparents. Both are dead, sir, and so are my parents,” Emily responded, her expression sober and sad. “But I hoped someone from my family still lived here or nearby.” Her blue eyes roamed over the motley crowd. Out of one corner of her eye, she saw a man turning away, but she took no notice because another voice called her attention.

	“’Tain’t no Dancys livin’ in Lesser Bodem, Miss.”

	“Them Dancys never agin stuck their bloody noses here oncet they was warned.”

	“As old as Squire Morrow is, ’e woulda strength enuf ta sent them Dancys packin’ again!”

	Only the fact that Eustace might be recognized, kept him from cursing the villagers out loud as his anger boiled over.

	Damme, I need to think! He walked away to calm himself.

	Learning nothing of value from the village’s inhabitants, Emily murmured, dejectedly, “I believe we have wasted our time here, Betsy. We may as well leave.” The maid’s disappointment was reflected on her face as well.

	Emily thanked the butcher and headed toward the carriage. As she walked past, a woman tapped Emily on the arm. “Miss,” she said, “I think I remembers somethin’.”

	Emily halted. She wasn’t eager to listen to more slurs on her family’s name because of her uncle. It was bad enough that she knew how mean and sly a monster he was. But the woman had grabbed her arm, so she waited to hear what she had to say.

	“This may help you a little, Miss. I remembers the squire’s daughter running orf with some young feller. The old squire, well, he had a foul temper. Still does, I s’pose, since he’s still alive.” She chuckled. “His daughter was a lady, and he was furious with her for eloping with a nobody. So he sent her away! He wouldn’t let anyone even mention her name in his hearing. His unhappy wife passed from grief years later, but even then, the squire niver showed how broke up he was. Instead, he shut himself up in his manor and rarely left it.” The woman sighed. “We ain’t seen the old gent fer months on end. I’m thinkin’, Miss, it must be yer relative what stole the squire’s daughter.”

	“You say the squire’s daughter eloped with a Dancy?” Emily asked, her eyes blinking with renewed hope. “Can you tell me how long ago that was?”

	“I think ‘twas twenty years…or mebbe a few less than that. The squire sent his daughter away jest like he did with the middle-aged Dancys what adopted that nasty lad.” The informant hesitated, then continued. “I cain’t say for sure if the couple what eloped ever wed, ’cause we niver knew what really happened. ’Twas a juicy scandal, though.” The woman winked lewdly. “But who’s to know, eh?”

	Emily’s heart thudded behind her ribs. “Is the squire’s name Morrow?”

	“Why yes, Henry Morrow, Miss. Squire Henry Morrow.”

	Emily twisted round to speak to Betsy. “Did you hear that?” Emily clapped hands against her bosom and breathed deep.

	“And did I hear you right?” Emily again asked the woman. “Squire Morrow is still alive?”

	“Last I heard he was livin’ in his manor. It’s down the lane, west of the village.”

	* * * *

	Eustace silently slunk away from the crowd in front of the butcher shop, mounted his horse, and rode out unseen after overhearing what Emily was privy to.

	Old and still alive, eh? Damned if that bloody squire ain’t the chit’s grandpapa! What a bloody good opportunity to get me revenge on the mangy bastards what put me in gaol years ago.

	Eustace’s raucous laughter crackled happily across the atmosphere as he left the hamlet proper and followed directions to the squire’s manor he overheard from the woman in the crowd. Kicking the borrowed equine into a canter, Eustace soon entered a dirt driveway and reined the horse into a standstill. Neither horse nor vehicle stood in the manor’s rear yard. Good. No visitors were there to interfere with him. Nobody but the old buzzard hisself.

	Whiffs of white smoke puffed from four yellow brick chimneys, one sticking up on each corner of the manor. A flock of white ducks paddled contentedly across the smooth surface of a small pond. Unconscious of the tranquil scene before him, Eustace dismounted; his mind worked on a more devious plan. A weed-filled path led up to the front door where he banged the heavy silver handle of the Malacca cane against the dark wood and waited impatiently.

	The door opened, and a rotund housekeeper appeared. “Can I help ye, sir?”

	“I have urgent business with Squire Morrow.”

	Eustace placed the toe of a large, booted foot against the door and forced the housekeeper to step back, allowing him to enter.

	“Where is he?” Eustace asked, squinting into the shadowy interior.

	“He’s in his study. Shall I tell him who ye are, sir?”

	“No ye may not!” he snapped sharply. “’Tis a surprise. I’ll tell him meself. Now lead me to him.”

	Wiping hands on her apron nervously, the housekeeper led Eustace toward the rear of the manor. Glancing over her shoulder at him, she said, rapping her knuckles lightly on the wood, “The squire is probably dozing. He often naps after eating.”

	“Then we’ll wake him up now, won’t we?” Using the silver handle of his cane, Eustace rapped more heavily against the door.”

	“Blast ye, woman!” A man’s grumbling epithet escaped from behind the oak. “Can’t you leave me in peace?”

	“Go back ta yer kitchen, woman,” Eustace ordered the housekeeper. “None o’this is yer business. Our meeting is private.”

	“But-but he’ll want to know who ye are, and what business ye have with him…”

	“He’ll know soon enough. Now git! Do what I tell ye!”

	The flustered housekeeper scurried away, glancing back as Eustace watched her disappear. He twisted the doorknob, shoved the door open, and stepped inside the room. “Well now, good day, Squire Morrow,” Eustace greeted the old man, a nasty smile spreading his lips. “We meet again, eh, what?”

	Eustace let the latch catch, bent and flipped a key in the lock. “It ‘pears you an’ me has unfinished business, old man.” Frowning darkly at Henry Morrow, Eustace’s gaze pinned the former magistrate to his wingchair. “Shet up and stay where ye are b’cuz I’ll be doin’ all the talkin’!”

	Eustace stepped farther into the squire’s study, halting in front of its gray-haired occupant. “D’ye remember me now, Squire?”

	Thick curtains were closed half way to keep out the bright sunlight so the room was only dimly lit. As the housekeeper surmised, the aged squire had been napping. Henry leaned forward, squinting up at Eustace with faded blue eyes from under bushy, silver-frosted eyebrows.

	“Who the devil are ye to come in here without being invited?” The squire gripped the arms of the wingback as if to raise himself up enough to stand.

	Eustace reached out and shoved the squire hard in the chest.

	Morrow fell back onto the cushions. “Here now—”

	“I said stay where ye are, old man!” Eustace hissed from the gap between two yellowed front teeth.

	Henry exhaled, huffing with ire and he scowled up at Dancy, but he quickly clamped his mouth shut.

	A bit more mildly, Eustace said, “I see ye don’t remember me. Well, then…I’ll refresh yer memory. Me name’s Eustace Dancy.” One brow cocked up as he smirked, “D’ye remember me now, Squire?”

	Recognizing the former culprit, a man now full grown who stood in his study, Henry’s voice crackled with remembrance. “You! That black scoun-drel! Eustace Dancy! What are ye doing invading my house? How d’ye get in? And what d’ye want?”

	“A bit o’ retribution, eh, what? B’cuz o’ the way ye treated me years ago. Ye and that bloody shop owner what sicced you on me when I was a mere mischievous boy and only havin’ some fun!”

	Henry drew in a half breath, his glowering look at Eustace deepened. “Only havin’ fun, were ye? Humph! Not likely. I knew what other nasty things ye’d done.”

	“Nothin’ that shudda put me in gaol, old man! A slap on the wrist, mebbe, and I woulda give them snuffboxes back easy like. I took ’em only b’cuz they was pretty to look at. And I like pretty things, see?” Eustace sneered, greed showing in his squinty-eyed gaze.

	“I see yer still got the same bad blood running through yer veins, Dancy! Once it turns bad, it allus stays that way!”

	“Ya think so, d’ye? We’ll see, ain’t we?” Eustace looked around, sharp eyes scraping across the wall of bookshelves behind a desk piled with ledgers and loose papers. They next flicked to a large oil painting hanging above a stone fireplace. “Where d’ye keep yer strongbox?”

	“None of yer damn business!” the old man snapped.

	Fast as a snake striking, Eustace grabbed the front of the man’s shirt and twisted the fabric so tight around his neck that the squire gasped for breath.

	“I said, old man, where d’ye hide yer strongbox?” Eustace again demanded. “Spit it out or ye’ll see the last o’ daylight right now!”

	Henry’s gnarled fingers scrabbled frantically against the tight collar wrapping his scrawny neck and choking him, unable to breathe or speak.

	“Don’t die yet, old man,” Eustace threatened, slightly loosening his hold and roughly shaking the squire as if he were a child’s rag doll.

	Henry gagged and coughed noisily. “Lemme…go,” he choked out. “I-I’ll tell…ye.”

	Just then, the housekeeper again tapped on the oak door. “Squire Morrow? Can ye hear me? There’s a young woman come to see ye. She says she’s yer granddaughter.”

	 

	


Chapter 14

	EMILY gave the driver instructions to the squire’s manor.

	“Oh, Betsy, we’re getting close! Squire Morrow has to be my grandfather. I can feel it in my bones!”

	“Aye, Miss Emily, it sounds good to me, too.”

	The villagers of Lesser Bodem returned to what they were doing after the fancy carriage drove off, trundling along a narrow lane heading west, and lost in a cloud of red dust.

	Halting the horses on the squire’s curved driveway, Emily and Betsy hopped down from the carriage without help. The driver walked the horses around the circular drive and halted them when they were ready to leave.

	Emily smoothed her kid gloves down the front of her pelisse, and straightened the crooked bow on her bonnet. Both women gazed up at the house’s many mullioned windows half-hidden by ivy and other vines creeping across them. Large bushes grew wild against the building’s foundation. A few straggly flower stems struggled to survive in deep shade made by the untrimmed evergreens.

	Gesturing to Betsy to stay close, Emily strode up the weed-choked path to the front door. She paused on the stoop, clamped her eyes shut for a moment, and said a silent prayer. Her heart thumped heavily in her chest. Would she come face to face with her mother’s father at last? Would he recognize her resemblance to her mother? Did he even know he had a granddaughter? And what would she say to him?

	Emily pulled in a second anxious breath before tapping the brass knocker against the door. Footsteps approached, several locks were disengaged, and the door was thrown open by a woman garbed in a gray gown and a crisp, white apron. She stared at them from the foyer’s dim interior.

	“Ah, good day,” Emily began. “I was…err…told this is the residence of Squire Henry Morrow. Have we come to the right place?”

	“My, my,” the housekeeper murmured, more curious than ever when additional visitors waited on the stoop. “And who might ye be?”

	“I’m Emily Dancy, and this is my friend, Betsy Swiller. We’ve come to speak with the squire.”

	“Have ye now? Well…” The housekeeper paused. Curiosity entered the housekeeper’s thoughts. The squire had more strange visitors in the past two days than he had in the past six months. How very odd. “The squire has company right now. And he normally doesn’t see anybody he doesn’t know. But if ye leave your card, I’ll tell him who called. Ye can come back an’ try to speak with him another time.”

	“Oh, heavens, I don’t have a card. And my friend and I traveled here from Surrey especially to talk with the squire. We’ll gladly wait until his current visitors leave.”

	The housekeeper’s expression turned worried, remembering the nasty gentleman who had brushed past her to gain entrance. She heard raised voices from the squire’s study, but she knew better than to interrupt. The squire had grown old and crotchety over the last decade. Most days he just asked to be left alone.

	“I’m not sure that I—”

	Emily saw the housekeeper was about to turn them away. Quickly, she begged, “Please. Unless I am mistaken, the squire is my grandfather.”

	* * * *

	In the squire’s study, Eustace overheard the housekeeper’s words; it was music to his ears. “Well, what d’ye know? Two birds in the bush are better then nothin’, as it were,” Eustace muttered. “Answer her, old man,” Eustace hissed, tightening his hold on the squire’s shirt. “Tell yer housekeeper to let yer visitor sit down someplace and wait.”

	Morrow did so, and Eustace loosened his grip on Henry. “Now, where’s the strongbox?”

	“B-bottom d-drawer in the desk.”

	Before checking the truth of it, Eustace grabbed a gold drapery cord. He bound the old man’s hands roughly with it then used his cravat as a gag to keep Morrow quiet. He accidentally knocked the metal-rimmed spectacles off the old man’s nose. They fell onto the squire’s lap, leaving his eyesight badly distorted.

	“Good thing ye wasn’t lying to me, old man, or ye’d feel the touch o’me fist,” Eustace muttered as he pulled open the desk’s drawer and lifted out a large metal strongbox. Unceremoniously, he dumped the box’s contents atop the cluttered desk. Neat stacks of English script tumbled out. Large and small coins, both gold and silver, rolled around on top of loose papers scattered across the desk’s surface.

	“Ahh…” Eustace grinned as he flipped a grimy index finger over the edges of neat wads of paper money. Gauging the value of one thick wad, silently, he shoved more stacks into his coat’s voluminous pockets. Silver and gold coins jingled when they landed in his trousers.

	Henry’s diminished eyesight could scarcely follow Eustace’s movements. Faded blue eyes blurred, a perplexed look in them. Yet, stubborn and determined, Henry tried to threaten and bluster. Nothing but garbled, muttered curses escaped from behind the improvised gag.

	“Shet up!” Eustace warned him, sneering and adding a nasty cackle. “Mebbe ye wanna git a looksee at yer granddaughter, eh?”

	Henry blinked rapidly then shook his head.

	“Ye think ye ain’t got one, huh? Well, ye might get a big surprise, old man.”

	Eustace yanked on a nearby bell pull, and went to unlock the door. He leaned into the hallway waiting for the housekeeper to appear.

	“The squire is ready for another visitor. Ye can bring her in here now.” Eustace stood half in and half out of the doorway.

	“All right. I’ll fetch the lady.” The housekeeper scurried off.

	Eustace shut the door again. “This will be fun,” he muttered, glancing at the squire who was trussed up like a Christmas turkey ready for the oven. He had loosened Henry’s gag, and let it hang around his neck and shoulders, but the man’s hands remained bound in front of him. “Don’t open yer yap old man, unless I say so,” Dancy warned, “or ye’ll be sorry.” Eustace brandished a sizeable knife in front of the squire’s face, threatening to cut his throat or the girl’s if he said the wrong thing or made a wrong move.

	Footsteps approached, and again, the housekeeper knocked.

	“Come in.” The old man was told to do.

	Eustace hid behind the door as it was pushed open.

	* * * *

	Emily saw a scrawny, elderly man seated in a tattered wingchair. His clothes were disheveled, his shirt, waistcoat, and cravat awry. A ruffled halo of almost white hair crowned his head. His cheeks and chin bristled with silver whiskers. His feet were tucked into felt slippers. Emily focused mainly on his face, missing the fact his wrists were tied in his lap next to a pair of metal-rimmed spectacles. Did she mistake a tiny glimmer of recognition in the squinting gaze? Did he know her? She wondered as she hesitated in the doorway.

	“Betsy,” Emily spoke softly over her shoulder, “please wait outside. I wish to speak with Squire Morrow alone.”

	The maid backed away slowly. “Aye, Miss Emily. I’ll wait for ye in the back parlor.”

	Emily trained her gaze on the old man. “I’m Emily Dancy, Squire Morrow,” she said. “I believe I am your granddaughter, sir.”

	Henry’s blurred light blue eyes flew to a spot behind her.

	Emily heard the latch click and turned—now face-to-face with her nemesis, her Uncle Eustace. She couldn’t help it when a loud, surprised gasp escaped her. Her gloved fingers rose to cover her lips; her hands shook instantaneously. Nevertheless, she had courage enough to exclaim, “Uncle! How-how did you get here?”

	Eustace reached down and turned the key in the lock again.

	“No welcome hug fer me, eh, what, gel?” He closed the short distance between himself and Emily. “Ain’t ye glad to see yer old uncle what was jest released from the Tower!”

	Emily edged away from Eustace, moving closer to the old man in the wingchair.

	“I knew they couldn’t keep me there ’cause ya see, I ’tweren’t niver a traitor.” He cackled, louder this time, and added a sly smile. “I’m here to get what shudda been mine two years ago afta takin’ such good care o’ my darlin’ niece and Squire Morrow’s granddaughter.”

	Emily almost choked on renewed panic. Fear knifed through her when Eustace popped up in front of her so unexpectedly. She had prayed every night, slipping into bed, never to lay eyes on him again. And yet, here he was, in her grandfather’s house.

	“She…ain’t my…granddaughter,” the old man croaked, struggling to breathe normally. He choked on the words, his throat aching because of Eustace’s rough choke hold. “I-I can’t see…without m-my specs,” he stammered. “But I told ye…I g-got no family.” Pulling in air enough to speak, the squire managed a few more words. “Ye b-black devil, ye p-pilfered my strongbox, Dancy,” he sputtered, “and got away with it. Now l-let the gel be.”

	“Never, old man! She owes me! And more!” Eustace roared. “Her and her blasted pinch-penny family.”

	Emily ducked behind the squire’s chair.

	“I’m thinkin’ ye’ll need to be punished some, old man, if ye keep callin’ me them bad names!”

	“Take what ye stole and go, Dancy, and be damned to ye,” Morrow spat out, now breathing better.

	Eustace stared down at Squire Morrow, his venomous glare raking the ancient gent’s wrinkled countenance. “Mebbe I will let ye live, old man. I wasn’t gonna, but I got me a taste ‘o revenge outta yer bloody strongbox. And in Tunbridge Wells…well, there’s other delicate business t’be finished ’tween me and that chit there.”

	Eustace shifted his sneering attention to Emily. “Git over here and tie that gag back in the old man’s mouth. When yer done, you ‘n’ me and that little maid of yers are takin’ a drive in that fancy carriage what’s waitin’ outside. We’ll be visitin’ Percy Grafton’s office so’s I kin claim me jest desserts!”

	Eustace’s laughter rang out all the louder.

	 

	


Chapter 15

	GAVIN was almost halfway back to Four Towers when he slowed his horse and sat quietly in the saddle mulling over his brief meeting with Henry Morrow. The old man’s mien changed during their discussion. Gavin noticed visible signs of loneliness etching deep grooves on the squire’s aged countenance. He sat slumped in his wingchair, shoulders stooped, knobby knees, a scrawny physique that had finally succumbed to sadness and depression. Gavin even saw tears welling in the man’s rheumy blue eyes as they spoke. His persona was untidy and unkempt in the wrinkled clothes he wore. The ancient codger must have lived like a hermit for years with no close friends or family caring one whit if he lived or died.

	Sympathy pierced Gavin. He should have offered a few comforting words for the old man; perhaps, a bit of man-to-man solace. But he left Morrow no timely advice to reconnect him with his granddaughter. Gavin had galloped off from their meeting. Echoes from a silent, empty manor house reeked with unhappiness during the many hours, days, and years gone past. Gavin felt himself shiver. He wouldn’t want to live like that even at his age. It dawned on him quite suddenly that what he wanted was a real wife, not a convenient marriage. Was it too late to find passion and loyalty in a spouse? Or possibly, love? Would his second marriage be no better than his first—possibly, even worse? And was he currently faced with a dull and uninspiring marriage bargain?

	Hiring Lilianne’s governess, he had been attracted to Emily Dancy for unknown reasons. He realized, only a week ago, he lusted for her. Thoughts of marriage had lay dormant for almost two decades until his aunt pestered him about doing something about it.

	Suddenly, feelings for the old squire had Gavin spinning his horse around. He rode back to the squire’s manor. He would visit a bit longer, and mayhap cheer Morrow up. After he and Emily were wed, they could visit Lesser Bodem, and she could be formally introduced to her grandfather.

	First things first though. Gavin brought his horse to a halt in front of the Fallen Virgin’s Inn for a second time in two days. One of the hostlers approached him, and Gavin explained his problem. He needed a farrier. The gray stallion had thrown a shoe before they made it back to Lesser Bodem. The Inn’s hostler offered to walk the horse to a local blacksmith’s shop where the animal could be reshod.

	“Good lad,” Gavin said, tossing the horse’s reins to the young groom. “Bring him back as soon as he’s done. I want to be on my way again. By the way, what’s your name?”

	“Will, m’lord.”

	“You’ll find me in the tap, Will.” Gavin handed the hostler coins to pay the farrier. “One of these is for you if you can coax the smithy to be quick about it.”

	Gavin strode into the bar and ordered a tankard of ale while waiting for his mount’s return. Meanwhile, he listened to the taproom’s customers’ conversation between shopkeepers and businessmen discussing the day’s events.

	“I could swear I recognized that feller in here yestiddy,” one middle-aged shopkeeper said. “My eyesight ain’t so good these days, but I thought about it later. He has the same look as another black hearted devil I remember too well.”

	Another of the men responded, “Never ye mind. “’Twas good o’ him to stand us all a full tankard. A feller like that cain’t be all bad.”

	“Ye wouldn’t think so if ye was me,” Rugby Thorn snapped back. “Squire Morrow clapped one jest like him in gaol as a young lad. A real rascal, he was. Nobody here liked him. Born with bad blood deep in the marrow of his bones, he was.”

	“Who are ye talkin’ about, Rugby?” a different businessman asked. “I ain’t heard of nobody that got locked in gaol since the last decade ago or more.”

	“Humph! Mebbe so. But I don’t ferget a face. Besides, I was talkin’ about twenty years ago. Ye wouldn’t remember him, Pillbury, b’cause ye wasn’t livin’ here then. That rascal named Eustace Dancy ain’t changed much. That’s whom I’m talkin’ about. Come back to haunt us, he has. Watch yer purses, gents. He’s a sly one!”

	Gavin couldn’t believe what he overheard. Quickly, he inquired of the tap’s customers. “Did I hear you gentlemen mentioning Eustace Dancy?”

	“Aye, m’lord.” Another taproom customer spoke up. “We did. Has he flummoxed you?”

	“Nay, but I was under the impression that man is in the Tower of London accused of spying for the French. When did you see him in Tunbridge Wells?”

	Someone else piped up. “’Twas yestiddy according to our friend, Rugby, here.”

	Gavin turned toward the gray-haired shopkeeper. “Would you know him if you saw him again, sir?”

	“Aye, that I would, m’lord.” Rugby’s forehead puckered. “So he’s a traitor to King and country now, eh? Well, that don’t surprise me one whit.” The shopkeeper winked. “I’d know him again like t’day was twenty years ago. He’s a mite taller, bulkier, mebbe, but his face ain’t changed much even with them whiskers. Dancy had a deep scar across one brow as a boy. And he’s still got it.”

	“That’s interesting,” Gavin said. “I heard he might be released because of lack of evidence, but what is he’s doing in Tunbridge Wells, I wonder?”

	“We ain’t seen him in the tap yet today, m’lord. P’haps he rode orf. I sure hope so,” the shopkeeper grunted. “He threatened to get back at me the day Squire Morrow threw him in gaol.”

	“Squire Morrow, you say?” Leathem hummed before continuing. “He was magistrate in Tunbridge Wells years ago, wasn’t he? What did he have to say about the boy then?”

	The shopkeeper took a deep swallow of ale, following it with a smug laugh. “Henry Morrow had nothing but bad things to say about him. The squire knew them Dancys ’cause they lived near him in Lesser Bodem. He felt real sorry for the Dancys, but he ordered them all out of Tunbridge Wells, the squire did. He warned them and their adopted scoundrel niver to come back.” The shopkeeper frowned. “One t’other of them Dancys defied the squire some years later. Ran orf with the squire’s daughter. Musta been two decades or so ago. And the squire couldn’t stop him.” The shop owner sighed. “The squire niver really got over that.”

	Gavin took it all in but didn’t inquire further. He’d heard some of the story already. Good thing he came back to warn the old man about Eustace though. It was nobody’s guess what the scoundrel might do if he was looking for revenge.

	Gavin’s horse was soon returned to him wearing a new horseshoe. He mounted the gray and again galloped out on High Street toward the squire’s ramshackle manor in Lesser Bodem. As he trotted the horse onto the narrow dirt drive again, he saw no visitors on the drive. After dismounting and being allowed entry again, Gavin asked the housekeeper if the squire has additional company.

	“Not now, m’lord, but ’tis been very busy here today.”

	“You say the squire had several visitors earlier…” Gavin interrupted her. “I thought he never saw visitors. Who else was here?”

	“He don’t usually. But a big feller, nasty and rude, he was, arrived after lunch whilst the squire was nappin’.”

	Gavin interrupted her again. “Yes. Go on. Do you remember what he looked like?”

	“Aye. Rough-lookin’,” she said, glancing up at the earl. “Not nice to look at. And loud-mouthed, too, m’lord.” She winced. “I didn’t like him.”

	“Did he give you his name?”

	“Nay, sir.” The housekeeper went on. “He said ‘twas a surprise. Said he’d tell the squire hisself. A short time later, I saw a young lady and her friend drive up out front in a fancy carriage. She said she was the squire’s granddaughter.”

	The housekeeper’s brow wrinkled beneath her plain mobcap. “I never knew the squire had a granddaughter. Squire Morrow never mentioned one. Never spoke about his daughter neither, though I heard gossip about how he sent the gel away fer elopin’ against his wishes.”

	“Never mind that. I believe I know who his visitors were. Just take me to the squire.”

	“Aye, m’lord.” She bustled ahead of Leathem, speaking as they walked. “Far as I know, the squire’s alone. I brung the young miss into him while his other visitor was still with him. Then all three of his visitors drove off together in that fancy carriage.”

	Gavin halted in front of the squire’s door. “What did the squire have to say about the young woman claiming to be his granddaughter?”

	“I ain’t seen the squire nor spoke with him since before them visitors left, m’lord. That rude feller warned me quite positive-like that the squire had asked not to be disturbed. Takin’ another nap, he said. And then they left.” The housekeeper whispered an aside to Leathem. “The squire’s grumpy as a bear when he don’t have his afternoon nap. I dared not bother him till he yanks on the bell cord. An’ here ye are again, wantin’ to see him," the housekeeper muttered under her breath. “Oh Lordy! I hope he don’t chew off my head when I wakes him up.”

	Squire Morrow didn’t answer the housekeeper’s knock, so Gavin turned the doorknob and stuck his head over the threshold. What he saw shocked him. Hurriedly, he shoved the door wide, letting it bang against a wall as he rushed in to kneel in front of the old man.

	“Squire! It’s me! Leathem!”

	The man’s bleary eyes blinked. He looked dazed and frightened. He was breathing fast and hard as if unable to speak. The earl quickly reached over and undid the gag so that he could breathe better.

	“Squire, are you all right? Take it easy, sir, and tell me what happened.”

	The old man took a fit of coughing. His bony shoulders jerked spasmodically as he inhaled to draw more air into his lungs. Finally, he choked out, “Lea—them?” Blinking again, he fumbled in his lap for his spectacles. Even with his hands bound, he managed to set the wire-rimmed glasses on his nose. “W-why are y-ye here?”

	Gavin turned to the housekeeper. “Hurry, woman! Pour me a glass of spirits!”

	The earl untied Morrow’s wrists, rubbing them to get circulation going in the gnarled fingers. “Who did this to you?” Gavin asked.

	“D-Dancy,” the old man groaned. “Emptied m-my strongbox, he did. S-stole everything!”

	“T-then he took them two gels off with him.”

	“What girls? Do you mean Emily Dancy?”

	“Aye, the one what said I was her grandfather. D-Do you believe that?”

	“Yes, I’m afraid I do. And a lot more of what you told me already, Henry.”

	“If that be true, then ye’d best go find her, Leathem. If she is who she says, there’s no tellin’ what that scummy scoundrel will do to her.”

	“Your housekeeper said—”

	Just then, the housekeeper shoved a full glass of whiskey into Gavin’s hand. The earl gently held the rim against the old man’s lips. “Squire, drink this. It’s spirits. Take it slow, though. It will help you feel better.”

	“Thank-ee,” the squire muttered. He gulped down a few swallows of potent liquor, allowing it to warm his insides. “Ahhh…I needed that.”

	The room was deadly quiet until the old man suddenly lurched forward, clutching the chair’s armrests. He started to curse. “Dammit, Leathem! Dancy is a bloody, black hearted-devil and thief! A dammed rascal and rogue of the first water! If you won’t go after him, I’ll find someone who will if…’tis…the…last…breath…I take!”

	“Easy, squire.” Gavin grasped the man’s shaking shoulders as the squire fell into another coughing spasm. “Calm down, Henry, and just listen to me. Sir, do you have any idea where Eustace might take Emily? I believe she is Eustace’s ward.”

	“Blast it, Leathem!” the old man grumbled, somewhat recovered. “Listen to me now!” He sucked in a noisy breath. “Mebbe that gel is my granddaughter and mebbe she ain’t. But I heard Dancy say he was taking them gels to call on Percy Grafton in Tunbridge Wells.”

	Fear coiled like a snake in Gavin’s gut. He vowed silently he’d find and capture Eustace. Legal guardian or not, the rogue had kidnapped Emily.

	For a short time longer, Leathem remained with the old squire to calm him and keep him company. The old man gulped down the last of his whiskey when Gavin inquired, “If you know, Squire, tell me where I can locate Percy Grafton.”

	Morrow sighed, finally taking in a deep breath. “If he ain’t moved,” the squire rasped, “his office is in an alley off High Street on the north side of town.”

	“Is there a rear entrance?”

	“Don’t know. Ain’t been to the Wells for years.” The man’s faded eyes flickered sadly. “No reason to go there anymore.”

	“Who is magistrate there now?”

	“Don’t know that neither.” The squire hesitated. “But the lock-up should still be on High Street, near the Fallen Virgin Inn.” Morrow slumped back against his chair. If possible, the squire appeared to have aged a decade since Gavin met with him hours before.

	“Find the gel, Leathem,” the squire said wearily, his blue eyes silently begging him. “Mebbe she is my granddaughter.” Tears welled in Morrow’s eyes when he gazed up at the earl. “Damn and blast me,” he cursed, raggedly. “I was wrong about too many things for so many years. I was an obstinate, stubborn fool when I stopped my wife from seeking out our daughter, Gracie, again twenty years ago.” The squire choked on his last words. “Now I need to know the truth, Leathem, before I leave this world. If only I had made it up with my Mary,” he muttered. “She died too soon, Leathem. ’Twas all my fault. Grief stricken, she was…and I helped kill her. She loved our Gracie so. When I chased our daughter off, my Mary faded away like a dying flower and left me here all alone.” The old man swallowed painfully, his throat still raw from Eustace’s rough mauling. “Find the gel, Leathem, and bring her back here. Then I’ll tell you the rest of it.”

	Gavin squeezed the old man’s shoulder hard. “No fear, Squire, I’ll find her. And when I do, I’ll see that Dancy rots in gaol for a very long time.”

	 

	


Chapter 16

	EUSTACE had the Porters’ driver tie the reins of the rented horse to the rear of the carriage. The vehicle drove off with three occupants inside as it rumbled back to Tunbridge Wells. Betsy, crouched in one corner, whimpered softly. Emily glanced at the girl; her eyelids were squeezed shut, her lips trembling behind shaking fingers.

	Meanwhile, Eustace taunted Emily. “So, ye tho’t ta claim yer inheritance, did ye? Well, ye lied to me, bitch! Ye must know yer born day or why else would ye be here?”

	Emily shook her head. “I don’t know it. My parents never told me. And I didn’t come here to see Mr. Grafton. I came to learn if I have any relatives left of my family. Other than you.” Emily sniffed.

	Eustace leaned in real close, his sour breath making her nose twitch.

	“I’m the only relative ye got, gel. I’m yer best uncle what took care of ye when them tight-fisted Dancy’s got kilt.” He sniggered. “If they gave me what I asked, they might still be breathin’.”

	“Y-you killed my parents?” Emily pulled herself as far away from Eustace on the carriage seat as possible, horrified by what she heard.

	“Course not! A carriage wheel come off when the axel broke. Besides, they was goin’ downhill too fast.” Slouched against the velvet squabs of Porters’ elegant vehicle, Eustace laughed snidely.

	“I don’t believe you, Uncle! I know you hurt my parents!” A painful gulp escaped Emily. She held back salty tears that pressed to escape, scarcely unable to speak until she blurted out, “And h-how did you get out of the Tower?”

	“I got my ways, dearie. Your ole uncle is a very smart man, Emmie Dancy. Smarter than some folks might think.”

	“And don’t call me dearie!” Emily exploded, her voice tainted with venom as she lurched forward, spitting a rant of angry words aimed at her uncle. “I don’t wish to hear endearments from the likes of you!”

	“Mebbe ye don’t b’lieve me, bitch.” The caustic tone in Eustace’s voice only deepened. “But I’m tryin’ to be nice to ye. I’m tellin’ ye things ye niver guessed b’fore.”

	“I don’t want to hear them.”

	“Well, I’m tellin’ ye anyhow, an’ I ain’t lyin’.”

	“You never spoke one truth in your life!” Emily railed back at him. “You were always a bold-faced liar. A criminal and a thief all your days, Uncle!”

	“Mebbe so, mebbe so. An’ mebbe I woulda been better orf if yer granddaddy and grandmamma niver dragged me away from London to the stinkin’ hellhole of this English countryside!”

	Eustace’s laughter split the air in the coach’s interior.

	“With yer other grandpapa’s money linin’ my pockets, I’ll get more from Grafton an’ what’s comin’ ta me ’cause I deserve it. I’ll be rich. Somebody to fear on the streets of White Chapel again.” He paused, his mouth twisting into an ugly sneer. “And listen to this, slut. Ye got no claim to any inheritance! Why d’ye s’pose ye was niver tole where ye were born or on what day, hmm? B’cuz ye were birthed on the wrong side of the blanket! A bloody bastard jest like me!” His laugh was deadly cruel. “Ask the old man in Lesser Bodem if ye dare!”

	“You’re lying again!” Emily gasped, fingers flying to press hard against her lips.

	“I ain’t. And ye’d best listen to me and be on yer good behavior, Miss High and Mighty when we gets to Grafton’s. Keep yer damn trap shut about what I jest tole ye. Grafton’s gonna hand all that lovely blunt over t’me, see? I’ll be mighty glad to be done wiff ye when I get what’s due me! Ye niver was no real lady, Emily Dancy.”

	Eustace stuck his head out of the carriage’s open window and shouted directions to the driver to Grafton’s office in Tunbridge Wells. A score of pedestrians strolled up and down High Street as the Porters’ borrowed carriage turned into a narrow alleyway. Stopping in front of Grafton’s building, Eustace demanded Betsy remove her bonnet. Hands trembling, she gave it to him without argument.

	“Leave Betsy alone!” Emily demanded.

	The maid sucked in a loud gasp when Eustace pulled out a knife. But he simply cut the ribbons off of her bonnet.

	“Shet up and keep quiet!” Eustace scowled darkly as if to reach out and strike Emily. Instead, he grabbed Betsy and bound one length of ribbon around her wrists. The other he tied around her ankles. Then he grabbed her reticule and rummaged through it. Finding a square of cambric, he gagged the maid with it. Moaning softly behind the handkerchief, Betsy’s eyes were wide with terror, blinking rapidly.

	Emily leaned over to comfort the frightened girl. “Just do what he says, Betsy. And try not to worry. Everything will be all right, I promise.”

	The girl nodded slowly, but tears dribbled down her cheeks. Her terrified gaze locked on Emily’s concerned expression.

	“And ye best not try to get loose, gel! Jest stay where ye are!” Eustace warned the maid sternly. “Yer friend here and me got business inside with Grafton. Then I’ll be more than glad to be shed of the pair o’ ye. Troublesome bitches!” Grumbling under his breath, Eustace backed out of the carriage, holding Emily’s wrist in a firm grip. He yanked her against his side as they approached the brick building, hissing, “Behave and keep yer trap shut! I’ll do what talkin’ is needed.” Emily stumbled along next to her uncle. Eustace didn’t bother to knock on the door. He tucked the Malacca cane under his arm, turned the knob, and shoved open the door, dragging Emily into the building behind him.

	“We’re here to see Percy Grafton,” Dancy announced baldly, not bothering to announce his name or Emily’s to the lawyer’s skinny clerk wearing spectacles who jumped up to greet them.

	“Perhaps I can be of service?” the clerk asked politely, his glance flicking between Emily and Eustace.

	“Where’s Grafton?” Eustace snapped, his query more like a command. Meanwhile, he tapped the tip of his cane impatiently against the floorboards.

	Grafton’s clerk asked, “Do you have an appointment with Mr. Grafton?”

	Eustace never bothered to answer. “We’re here to see him, not ye. Go find him.”

	“If you will take a seat and wait a few moments, sir, I’ll see if Mr. Grafton is available.”

	“He’d better be available. There’s business b’tween him and me that needs ta be taken care of and done wiff here an’ now.”

	The clerk’s curious glance swung back to Emily. Addressing her, he offered, “Kindly take a seat, Miss. And you as well…err…Mr…”

	“Dancy,” was all the information Eustace gave him.

	The clerk nodded to two straight-backed chairs sitting against a wall of the anteroom. He turned on his heels then and walked to a closed door at the back of the room. Knocking first, he pushed the door open and disappeared behind it without another word.

	*

	Emily lowered herself slowly onto one of the chairs. Her nerves screamed with tension. To cease her hands from trembling, she clasped them tight together in her lap, but it didn’t really help. Throwing a slow, furtive glance around the room, her mind flickered from one thing to another in search of a solution to her dilemma. She felt trapped, like a frightened bird desperate to escape her cage while begging silently for help.

	At first blush, she thought to hurl herself into the arms of the clerk. But Eustace had an iron grip on her wrist. And besides, her uncle was twice the size of the scrawny clerk. How could he help her? She knew Eustace carried a knife, because she saw him cut the ribbons on Betsy’s bonnet. And, good heavens, with his temper he might use the weapon on the clerk. She didn’t want the poor man injured or killed because of her. She had to come up with a better solution.

	Meanwhile, Eustace paced the anteroom between her and the front entrance, back and forth, his cane tapping on the uncarpeted floor.

	* * * *

	Gavin’s gray stallion was young, muscular, and with plenty bottom, so Gavin didn’t worry about galloping him again, hard and fast, toward Tunbridge Wells. He reined the horse down to a slow pace only when he entered High Street. Seated on the animal, he peered into side streets that looked more like alleyways. Wondering how to approach his problem, he spotted a saddled horse tied to a parked carriage on a side street. A crest was painted on the vehicle’s door. Were the Porters in Tunbridge Wells, too? Then, he recalled what Morrow’s housekeeper told him. It had to be Emily who had been in Harry’s vehicle, seeking her lost relatives.

	Leathem rode by Porter’s carriage in the alleyway and turned toward the rear of the brick building. Dismounting, Gavin tethered his horse, leapt up the few steps to the building’s back door, and knocked. The door was opened by a well-dressed, portly, middle-aged man. Blocking the doorway, his whiskered countenance looked mildly perplexed.

	“I’m Gavin Fielding, Earl Leathem,” the earl announced. “Are you Grafton?”

	When the man nodded, Gavin demanded, “Then let me in. I have important information for you concerning Emily Dancy and her guardian, Eustace Dancy.”

	Percy Grafton didn’t move or reply at first, stunned to see an earl standing on his rear doorstep. The earl spoke more forcefully. “Hurry up, man! The two are probably in your anteroom now awaiting your attention. Step lively and I’ll tell you everything once we are inside.” The earl brushed swiftly past Grafton.

	“I say, sirrah…!”

	“Never mind. Just listen to what I have to say…”

	Blustering, Grafton shut the rear door. Inside, Gavin lifted a broad palm and stopped the lawyer’s jabbering. Another door opened just then, and a spindly clerk ducked inside from the anteroom. For a few seconds, the three men stared at one another.

	The clerk was the first who spoke. “Begging your pardon, Mr. Grafton, you have two new customers outside—”

	“Who are they?” Gavin asked bluntly.

	The clerk blinked, his anxious gaze whipping toward his employer.

	“It’s all right, Bromley,” Grafton said, “Tell us who is waiting in the outer office.”

	“Uh…uh, a Miss Dancy…and…uh…uh, a Mr. Dancy. A rather crude fellow, I must say.”

	Gavin interrupted Bromley with explicit orders for him before Grafton could do so. “Bromley, go back out there and tell them to wait. Apologize profusely and explain Grafton is with an important client but will be with them shortly.” Gavin’s next command was whispered, edgy with urgency, as he warned the clerk he didn’t want those out front to hear. “Do exactly what I say, Bromley,” he repeated. “And do it now.”

	The clerk’s eyes flew to Grafton’s face for permission. The lawyer nodded, although his expression still showed a stunned look.

	Bromley slinked through the doorway, shutting the portal quickly behind him.

	“Lock it,” Gavin ordered Grafton. “I don’t want us interrupted.”

	“B-but, my lord, why…” Grafton began to sputter.

	“Just do what I say, and listen to what I have to tell you.”

	Frowning, Grafton flipped the key in the lock and turned back to face Leathem. His expression was still perplexed, but within minutes Grafton heard most of the story from the earl.

	“I’m not sure how to handle this, my lord,” the lawyer retorted. “I don’t believe you know the circumstances stated in Mary Morrow’s Will and Testament. You see, I wrote it for her almost two decades ago. It is rather odd that I had reason recently to review its codicils in depth. It appeared time that I notify Emily Dancy and her uncle so I might release funds held with me all these years. Due to my wise handling while investing its capital, the trust fund has grown quite handsomely, I must say.” Grafton smiled, satisfied. “Along with my commission, of course.”

	Abruptly, Gavin asked, “Is there a problem releasing Emily Dancy’s inheritance, Grafton? Is there any reason you know of why she wouldn’t inherit?”

	“Only, m’lord, if Grace Morrow was not legally wed to John Dancy. Then their daughter would be a bastard—err, what I mean to say—she would not be a legitimate inheritor.”

	“Dammit, Grafton, spell it out to me in understandable and concise language.”

	“As you wish.” Grafton cleared his throat. “You see, I was never able to unearth information as to when and where Grace Morrow and John Dancy were married if at all.” The lawyer paused. “And I never knew the exact date of their daughter’s birth. I tried to verify things when John Dancy asked his adopted brother made guardian to her in his will, but he never got back to me before he was killed. What I did know was that the uncle was alive. I had been given an address where he could be reached. I wrote him after the terrible tragedy that took John Dancy’s death and his wife’s.”

	“But there must be other records elsewhere—”

	“None that I found, my lord. I queried Squire Morrow, but he wouldn’t speak to me about his daughter. He chased me away—well, I mean, he ordered me out of his house.” The lawyer chuckled at that. “I believe Morrow’s daughter, Grace, hurt him deeply when she ran off with her lover. Her father never approved of the marriage. Mary spoke of the situation when we discussed her will. She and Grace came from aristocratic roots. John Dancy was a common tradesman—a cooper.” Grafton sighed. “When Mary passed on, the squire shut himself away and spoke to no one.”

	Gavin said little but continued to listen.

	“Unless I can locate a viable record of her parents’ marriage and the girl’s birth, Emily Dancy can’t inherit. Not the way Mary’s will is written. Grace could have inherited, but she is now deceased. I didn’t know there might be a discrepancy in the girl’s history until you mentioned it. Mary Morrow never said the pair were wed. I simply assumed they had been. Perhaps, Mary wasn’t sure if they did or didn’t marry. She just wanted her daughter taken care of when she, herself, passed on.” Grafton cleared his throat. “I knew Mary wasn’t long for this life when we met in my office. She didn’t look well—weak, pale, and terribly unhappy. And she died soon after.”

	Grafton sat down heavily behind his desk. “In any event, my lord, the inheritance doesn’t pass to the adopted brother, Eustace Dancy, either. Instead, it may go to the squire. I must look over its wording again closely.”

	“Hmm,” the earl said, pausing. “It’s my considered opinion the points you mentioned are still to be explored, Grafton, if we are to find the truth. I was with Squire Morrow a short while ago, and he promised to tell me what I don’t know when I locate Emily and fetch her back to him.”

	Gavin’s eyes met Grafton’s. “There is still a prime problem in the fact that Eustace is dangerous. He cannot to be taken lightly. He’s a rogue, and I believe, definitely a criminal. He needs to be put away permanently. He wields a glib tongue and an even sharper mind. He was incarcerated recently and accused of spying for the French. He must have hired a very astute barrister, because I learned he was released from the Tower and is in Tunbridge Wells as we speak.” Leathem eyed Grafton sharply. “And unless I’m totally incorrect, he is in your anteroom demanding those inherited funds from Mary Morrow’s will be given him because he is guardian to the Dancys’ daughter.”

	“Dammit, I sent him monthly stipends for two years. He can’t expect—”

	“He does, nevertheless, Grafton. He believes he has been wronged by the Dancys and by Squire Morrow in particular. One would think once rescued from the grimy streets of White Chapel years ago that he’d be thankful. But no, not him. It was never the case.” Gavin paused. “He’s a bloody, no good lout. A bully and a thief. It’s how he works. He uses malicious intimidation on his victims and on those whom he perceives are his enemies. He forced Squire Morrow to show him where he kept his strongbox. Then he helped himself to the contents.” Leathem’s brow tightened in a fierce frown as he continued his discourse with the lawyer. “Somehow, we must stop him, Grafton. I may have come up with a viable solution. It seems Dancy likes to brag about his conquests. Plus, I hear he has a vile, almost uncontrollable, temper. Because of it, he shoots his mouth off without thinking. Perhaps, we can use those nasty habits of his to foil his plans. Trap him into incriminating himself so he can be accused, gaoled, tried, and finally, convicted for his many dastardly crimes.”

	 

	


Chapter 17

	TRAPPED in the Porters’ carriage, Betsy struggled to get her beleaguered wits about her. Not sure what happened to Emily, she hoped to rescue her friend from the clutches of that horrid man. Still bound and gagged, Betsy rolled off the squabs and onto the carriage’s floor. Catching her breath after the painful tumble, she stretched out her legs and hammered her bound feet against the door with the heels of her half boots.

	Dolly, barmaid at the Fallen Virgin Inn, used a short cut to reach her lodgings. She saw a carriage parked in the alleyway but hurried past. No driver sat on the box. Maybe he went to relieve himself. She was about to turn away when she heard some thumping coming from inside the carriage.

	Dolly sneaked back. The thuds had grown weaker, less often. Then she heard a plaintive whimper and pressed an ear next to the painted lozenge on the door. Someone inside was breathing heavily. Was her cousin, Betsy, being tupped by the Porters’ driver in the carriage? Dolly frowned, but she had to see what was happening. Raising up on her toes, she peeked through the open window. At first, she saw no one. Then a pair of half boots kicked against the far door. Someone was stretched out on the carriage’s floor, hands and ankles bound, a gag in her mouth,

	Dolly let out a loud shriek, and without thinking, she yanked the door open. Aghast was what she saw when her gaze met that of her cousin’s blue eyes. Gulping out something unintelligible, excitedly, the barmaid squealed, “Omigawd, Betsy! What happened to you?”

	The terrified girl bobbed her head repeatedly, her voice muffled, her words garbled by panic and making no sense from behind the gag.

	Quickly, Dolly ran around to the carriage’s far side, pulled open that door, and reached in so she could grab her cousin’s hands and sit her upright.

	“Gawd Almighty, Betsy, what went on here? Who did this?” She choked, her face twisted with fright, her eyes wide with concern and panic.

	Hearing only garbled whimpering, Dolly realized her cousin couldn’t speak with the gag in her mouth. She pulled the kerchief out. “Lordy, Betts, who tied you up like this!” she exclaimed, fear and anxiety evident on her face and in her tone.

	Betsy’s lips quivered as if the temperature here was the middle of winter. “D-Dancy,” she blurted. Breathless, she gulped out, “H-he…did…this.”

	“Dancy? Who are you talking about? Who do you mean? Who is he?” Dolly asked, grabbing her cousin’s hands to stop them from shaking.

	“H-he’s Emily’s Uncle Eustace…but, oh, good heavens, Dolly! Quick! Untie me! And h-hurry! We have to get help!”

	“What happened to your driver? Where is he?”

	“I don’t know!” Betsy groaned, plaintively. “What matters is that we need to find help…to save my lady friend from…I don’t know what!”

	Fumbling while trying to untie the satin ribbons binding Betsy’s wrists and ankles, Dolly kept up a stream of questions. “Why did your friend’s uncle tie you up and gag you? Where are they? Where did they go and why? And what does he want with Miss Emily?”

	“All I know is he dragged her into that brick building there, Dolly. I heard him say something about a Mr. Grafton. But we need help. Especially for Miss Emily! Oh, hurry, Dolly, please!”

	“Are you all right, cousin?”

	“Yes! Yes, I’m fine!”

	“Then come on! We’re near the Fallen Virgin. My husband and some of his friends should still be in the stables. You can tell them what happened. They’ll help us. Let’s go!”

	The two cousins were breathing hard when they reached the entrance to the Fallen Virgin Inn. “Will’s likely in the horse stalls.” Dolly yanked on her cousin’s arm, tugging Betsy behind the Inn with her. When she spotted her husband, she screamed, “Will! Will! We need you! Come here quick!”

	Seeing his wife’s anxious face and hearing the fear in her voice, Will threw the reins of a horse he was putting away to another hostler and ran to his wife.

	“What’s the matter? What happened, Dolly? Are you hurt?” He grabbed hold of his wife’s shoulders, his eyes raking over her face and down her body to see if she was injured.

	“No! I’m fine, Will!” Dolly exclaimed, spinning toward Betsy. “My cousin’s fine, too, but let Betsy tell you what happened. We need your help!”

	* * * *

	Meanwhile, in the anteroom Bromley announced, “Mr. Grafton begs your patience, Mr. Dancy. He asked me to apologize for the delay. He is currently with an important client who arrived a short while ago. He will see you and the lady when he’s finished with the gentleman.” Bromley smiled, rather weakly, his ink stained fingers clasped in front of his waistcoat. “It shouldn’t be very long.”

	“Tell Grafton to get a move on! I ain’t got all day to wait on him,” Eustace grumbled, his scowl deepening when the clerk gave him the news.

	Bromley coughed, nervously, and repeated his offer for Eustace to take a seat.

	Eustace slid onto a chair next to Emily. Swinster’s cane was propped between his knees. “R’member,” he whispered to her with a low aside. “Keep yer mouth shet. I’ll tell Grafton what’s ta be done with the money. Every blasted shilling is mine. I want a bank draft with my name on it, not yours. Then I’ll be gone from here fer good. And good riddance to the rest o’ ye.”

	Eustace looked more twitchy than ever as he waited in the anteroom. He stood up again and began to pace. Moving back and forth in front of Emily, he made her even more nervous.

	She scarcely breathed, staring at folded hands lying in her lap. Her heart bumped hard against her ribs. Was her uncle telling her the truth? Did her mother and father never marry? An impossible notion, but the idea knifed through her like a blade sticking in her chest. Oh my God! If they hadn’t wed—She was bastard!

	Her best friend would never speak to her again just when they had been reacquainted as bosom bows. Lord Harry wouldn’t allow Wilma anywhere near her. The Porters were members of London’s Polite Society. They would cut Emily out of their lives. She would be scorned by the members of the Porters’ aristocratic world, and outraged that she should dare seek them as friends. Never again would she be allowed into that gracious, elegant arena for a single instant.

	Even Wilma’s maid might not speak with her when she learned of her untimely birth.

	And, of course, she would no longer be employed as Lilianne’s governess, either. The pair had enjoyed a certain kinship simply because of their ages, and because both of them had lost parents in unusual accidents. They clung to one another, uneasy in a new world into which they’d been thrust. Lilianne was a beauty—clever, witty, and a bit untamed. Emily was certain the girl would take London by storm when she came out next month.

	Oh! And what about the earl? Drawing in a shaky breath, she almost forgot about him. So many thoughts rioted through her. She had scarcely enough air to fill her lungs. She knew Wilma wanted her to accept Leathem’s offer, and she was fond of him, because he behaved so differently now than when he first hired her. The more she examined her thoughts about him the more she wondered if her own feelings had grown—into more than affection or possibly love—before or after they may wed. But she still couldn’t marry him. Not until—

	There would be no daydreaming about a life with the handsome earl if her parents’ were never wed, and she was born on the wrong side of the blanket.

	Feeling a little woozy, Emily swallowed. She considered escaping from Grafton’s office and running as fast and far as she could. But Eustace still blocked her path. The door to the back room swung open just then. A middle-aged gentleman with bushy, side-whiskers and a bald pate, stood in the doorway to the anteroom. Bromley jumped up from behind his desk, ready to introduce the newcomers.

	Eustace stopped pacing and said, “Well, now, it’s about time, Grafton. Ye kept me waitin’ overly long. But looky here, I’m ready to make yer acquaintance and take care of our business quickly, hmm? I’m Eustace Dancy, Emily Dancy’s uncle and guardian. And I’m here to claim her inheritance fer her. What say, we go inside now and discuss it? Shouldn’t take more’n a few minutes to write a bank draft, eh what?”

	“Is that the Dancy girl with you?” Grafton asked, his bushy eyebrows arching as he studied the untidy appearance of the man who claimed to be the girl’s guardian.

	“O’course, Grafton. Who else would she be? I ain’t got no other ward I knows of?” Eustace cackled, jovially. Then quickly, his lips tightened into a nasty-looking sneer. “Her name’s Dancy, like mine.”

	“How do I know this is the right girl? I’ve never seen her in person.” Grafton added, noncommittally. “Nor you, either.”

	“How do ye know?” Eustace snapped out a fast quip, his eyes bulging with irritation. “B’cause I’m tellin’ ye, that’s how!” The tenor of his voice rose when he spoke louder. “Don’t give me any o’ yer lip, barrister! I bloody had enuff of the likes of ye in London! Damn legal eagles! They’re thieves and con artists! Allus of ’em! Jest like ye! Stealin’ ev’ry shilling they can from a man’s hard earned blunt!”

	As Eustace’s rant grew more vicious, the ruddy color on his cheeks deepened, his face contorting, his eyes blazing with uncontrolled antagonism. “Took care o’ one of ’em, I did,” he blustered. “He’s swimmin’ in a river now. I gave him his bloody fee, all right. Don’t s’pose he’ll be cheatin’ nobody ever again.”

	Realizing he said too much, Dancy clamped his mouth shut and struggled to muffle his hot temper. “Damme, Grafton, stop yer diddlin’ round and let’s get down to business, eh? Jest write my name on a bank draft, sign it, and I’ll be on me way.” Eustace grinned, nastily. “Ye can keep the gel. I got no need fer her now that she’s come of age.”

	Grafton frowned deeply and stood his ground. He left the door to the rear office open slightly behind him. Leathem hid behind the thick oak, taking in every word, same as Bromley.

	“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. Dancy. I need some proof that the girl with you is who you say she is. Were you able to secure birth papers for her?”

	“O’course not. Why should that be my worry? Ye should’ve done all the investigatin’ long ago, not me! And ye don’t effen hafta know the chit’s natal day. ’Tis enuff knowin’ she turned one and twenty this year.”

	Eustace took a few menacing steps forward, spittle spraying from his lips as he spouted, “See here, man, I’m tired of waitin’! The gel knows I took good care of her durin’ them two years she was with me. She done asked me to claim her inheritance. Said I should get it in full fer me good works.” Eustace’s oily smile couldn’t hide the falsehood. “Time ye did yer sworn duty, Grafton. Write me that bank draft now. Go behind yer fancy desk and do what I tole ye ta do. Write me name on it and sign it…shall we say five or six hundred pounds? That should be enough to pay my way outta here.”

	Of course, Eustace had no way of knowing how much Emily’s inheritance was worth. He didn’t know she would be an extremely wealthy young woman when she inherited.

	“Get a move on, Grafton, or…” With that, Eustace reached under his coat. A leather sheath had been strapped to his hip, and he yanked out the vicious-looking knife with which he’d cut Betsy’s ribbons and with which he had threatened Squire Morrow.

	Bromley skittered back behind his desk, his eyes alive with fright.

	“What’s this, Dancy?” Grafton exclaimed. “What d’you think you’re doing?”

	“Ain’t nothin’ ta worry about, Grafton. Not if ye behave. We’re jest goin’ to finish our business inside yer office.”

	Eustace grabbed Emily’s elbow, and pulled her next to him. “Time for us to get what we came fer,” he said to her.

	Suddenly, Emily came alive. She had been as quiet as a mouse when things went on in the anteroom and before that as well. Now she dug in her heels. “No! Let go of me, Uncle!” she exclaimed, fighting to loosen his hold on her. “You lied, like always.” She turned to the lawyer. “Mr. Grafton, I never said I wanted my inheritance given to my uncle!”

	With that, Eustace roughly wrapped a brawny arm around Emily’s neck, choking off the breathy squeals escaping from her lips.

	“Shet up, blast ye! We’ll see about that!” Furious, his irate threats poured into her ear. Her uncle maneuvered her toward Grafton who was backing up slowly into the rear room.

	“You!” Eustace ordered the clerk, spearing him with a threatening glare. “Get in there with Grafton. And make it fast!”

	Hands raised meekly in surrender, Bromley followed his employer.

	Eustace halted in the doorway. A strong forearm still held Emily against him, the knife blade pricking her throat. Her uncle’s attention was locked on Grafton and Bromley while Eustace nudged Emily farther into the large rear office. Like a tomcat, though, he had sensed movement behind him, and something poked him sharply in the back. A deep, demanding, male voice ordered, “Don’t move, Dancy, or I’ll put a bloody bullet through your gut!”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 18

	AS a young lad Eustace learned to fight dirty on the streets of White Chapel. Now a man full-grown, he was lethal. He whipped around, keeping Emily in front of him as a shield, and faced his unknown attacker.

	“I’ll cut her throat if…” He let out a surprised grunt. “Damme if ye weren’t fakin’ it! Ye don’t hold a pistol a’tall!” An angry snarl roared out of his throat. “Drop that blasted ridin’ crop whoever ye are. And do it now! Then git over there and stand with Grafton and his bloody clerk!”

	Unsure how to handle the situation, Gavin paused. Things had moved fast when Dancy pressed the knife’s blade against Emily’s throat and forced her into the back room. Gavin kicked himself silently that he hadn’t the good sense to bring a pistol with him to Tunbridge Wells. What a costly mistake!

	His only weapon was his riding crop, so he had jabbed the tip sharply against Dancy’s back. If he’d been thinking clearly, he might have grabbed something heavy from Grafton’s desk and struck the bastard over the head with it. The moment passed, however, and Eustace now held the three men at bay and held Emily captive.

	“None of you move!” Eustace demanded. His grip on Emily loosened only a tiny bit when he half turned back to Grafton. “Where d’ye keep yer strongbox?”

	“What the devil d’you think you’re doing, Dancy? Y-you just can’t—”

	“Shet yer trap! I can and I will. Now get the box from wherever ye hide it. Do it or…”

	Eustace made a menacing move as if to slash his ward’s throat.

	Emily whimpered. Her eyelids were squeezed tight, and she shivered with fright. Would her uncle truly cut her throat?

	“All right! All right, hold on! I’ll get it! Don’t hurt the girl!” Grafton blurted. He darted toward his desk when Eustace stopped him cold. “Stop! Not ye! I wants yer clerk to get it and put it atop yer desk.”

	Grafton turned toward Bromley. His clerk looked wilted, his complexion pale as cow’s milk, his expression bug-eyed and frightened. A loyal and intelligent worker, otherwise, the man shivered in his shoes when a customer spoke to him too sharply. Capturing Bromley’s fearful eyes, Grafton blinked, several times and slowly nodded. “Go ahead, man, you know where I keep it.”

	Bromley swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple jerking up and down in his skinny throat as he edged warily around the desk toward its rear, his thin shanks sliding along the desk’s polished edge as he stayed as far away from Eustace as he could. “Get a move on, damn ye!” Dancy ordered, brandishing the knife at the clerk and urging him to move faster.

	Gavin saw the knife no longer pricked the soft skin of Emily’s throat. Earlier, he’d watched a thin trickle of blood ooze down the side of her neck. A sudden fierce and totally unexpected intense rage punched him in the gut. With Eustace touching her, Gavin wanted to strangle the bastard with his bare hands. A glance flickered for an instant between him and Grafton as the rotund solicitor’s eyes clashed with Gavin’s.

	Meanwhile, Bromley reached behind Grafton’s desk. He was about to lean down and open a bottom drawer when Eustace moved quickly, maneuvering Emily closer so he could see what the clerk was about.

	Outside in the anteroom, a clatter of pounding feet and several voices erupted from behind the closed door to the back room. Eustace’s head whipped round to the front of the building. “Bloody hell, now what!” he muttered, his eyes alert.

	Dancy’s attention was diverted for only a second or two but it was long enough for Gavin to lunge at him. The earl grabbed Eustace’s knife hand, grappling with him and twisting his wrist aside forcefully. Leathem’s iron grip never released its hold. It gave Emily time to wiggle from under Eustace’s forearm and escape. She stumbled and landed on her knees.

	The men behind her fought for an upper hand. The knife slithered from Eustace’s fingers, clattering onto the floor next to Emily. She grabbed it, not thinking, and scrambled away from the brawling pair with the weapon in her hand. She struggled to her feet, the knife now clutched against her bosom.

	Meanwhile, Bromley yanked open a drawer in Grafton’s desk with fingers that shook, and grabbed a loaded pistol. Hurriedly, he shoved it across the desktop to his employer. Backing away, fearfully, he watched what was taking place in front of him.

	Like many of his peers, Gavin exercised in the boxing ring, enjoying bouts of fisticuffs with friends and sparring partners. It had been years since he actually engaged in a real fist fight like this. However, his bloodlust had flared hot and wild seeing Emily’s neck pricked by her uncle’s blade. Once a wily street fighter, Eustace’s loose living had taken a heavy toll on his speed and strength. He was big, but soft and flabby. Instead of fisticuffs, he visited London’s gaming hells and brothels. He quickly encountered a force behind the earl’s well-toned physique.

	The earl, however, kept himself in physical, mental, and emotional condition.

	In Grafton’s office, Leathem had removed his leather riding gloves. Now bare-fisted, he pounded Eustace Dancy’s spongy belly, swinging clenched fists at his opponent and battering the man unmercifully. The men were matched in size, but Eustace was not nearly as skilled nor quite as young as the earl. Again and again, Leathem’s unrelenting need for punishment burned fiercely in ebony eyes glued on Eustace’s bloodied countenance.

	The earl’s tightly tailored superfine riding jacket had split open down the back as he connected several times with Eustace’s jaw. He grinned silently as his knuckles cracked and met the bridge of Dancy’s nose, flattening it to one side. Blood gushed like red wine out of the nostrils, pouring down over Eustace’s split lip and chin. Leathem heard his jacket’s seams tear wider as he pulverized Emily’s uncle with several vicious body blows.

	By now, Eustace had given up. He grabbed at his face, crumpled to the floor, and rolled over on his stomach, trying to protecting himself as much as possible from Gavin’s powerful, pounding fists.

	A pistol cocked and held at the ready had Grafton shouting to get Leathem’s attention. “My lord! My lord! For heaven’s sake, man, stop hitting him! You’ll kill the blasted bugger!”

	The earl’s chest heaved, but he was ready to continue the fisticuffs. Leathem’s fists clenched at his sides, waiting anxiously to hit Emily’s uncle again. His dark eyes blazed with fierce animosity as he straddled Eustace; his long legs spread wide as he hovered above the whining, sniveling, quivering culprit. He was puffing rapidly as the fist fight ended, but his blazing gaze was still locked on the man who cowered beneath him.

	Emily tried not to fall prey to hysteria. When her uncle had grabbed her, it had been difficult for her to breathe. But now her palpitating heart slowed as she pulled in needed oxygen. Eustace turned and looked up at Emily. His disdain for her remained. He had fabricated lies to hurt her and abused her mentally if not physically. Hatred lurked in the depths of those hard eyes. Emily never knew why he felt that way, but he did. She finally convinced herself it wasn’t her fault, because he had never been a true member of her family. Instead, he had been a harsh, cruel, and unscrupulous coward. What he did to her and Betsy today was more than hateful and cowardly. Emily vowed she would never again be afraid of him.

	Emily filled her lungs. Breathing deep had calmed her nerves. A weight had been lifted from her. Somehow Leathem had found her and came to her rescue. Then he fought her uncle like a champion knight. She would fear no evil with the earl to protect her, but she still dared not accept the earl’s offer after learning of her parents’ disgrace.

	The lawyer shouted, his voice finally making it through from a red haze of rage that had gripped Gavin. With a monumental effort, the earl stepped away, panting, still glaring down at the cringing scoundrel underneath him. Leathem’s fists now hung loose against his sides as he slowly flexed his fingers and bruised knuckles. His head had cleared enough when he saw Grafton reaching out to stop him. Behind the lawyer, Bromley quivered like a milksop, his face flinching behind the large, mahogany desk. For an instant, Leathem forgot who else was in the room, until he heard an audible gasp from behind him and spun around. Emily stood several feet away, a knife clasped against her bosom. Her blue eyes swung up to meet his dark chocolate gaze. They stared at one another silently, unmoving, gazes locked. Tearing her eyes from his, Emily at last peered down at the knife, and then let it slide slowly out of her fingers. It fell to the floor with a loud thunk. Blinking, she looked up blankly at Gavin. He stooped down and retrieved the knife, holding it in one hand as he exhaled deeply. “My dear…Emily…” he began.

	Emily was no longer a captive, nor was she bleeding from the cut in her neck. She heard a totally new tone in his words at the same time she murmured, “Good heavens, Lord Leathem…”

	Something had happened between them at that precise moment. That very intimate moment held sway until too many voices speaking at once, distracted them, and it broke off.

	Outside in the anteroom loud shouts and clenched fists pummeled the thick door to Grafton’s rear room.

	* * * *

	Will, Dolly’s husband, and another hostler from the Fallen Virgin Inn were the first to burst into the back room. The young man jerked abruptly to a halt, blocking the threshold as Betsy and Dolly almost ran into his back.

	“We heard there was trouble in here, Mr. Grafton,” Will explained, his eyes searching the lawyer’s face before swinging them over to the clerk hovering in a corner. For the moment, Will ignored Emily and Gavin.

	“My wife’s cousin was outta her mind with fear for her friend, so we came to help!”

	Will then spied a man sprawled on the floor. His eyebrows jerked up. “Gawd help us! That’s ’im! I tho’t ’twas one of our stable hacks tethered to that carriage out front.” The groom stepped closer, recognizing Eustace even with the swollen eye, bruises and other contusions, a split lip, and blood dribbling slowly from his nostrils onto his shirt front.

	“Blast me, if he ain’t the bloke what grabbed the reins right outta me hands this mornin’ at the inn, and jest rode orf!”

	Will glanced at Grafton. He still hadn’t spoken to either Emily or Gavin, concentrating on what took place in front of him. “Mr. Grafton, sir. That scoundrel never paid me for use of that horse. I’d best go find Magistrate Thurston—”

	Will’s two burly stable mates closed rank behind him, nodding in agreement. “That’s ’im all right!” one said, echoing Will’s accusation.

	Grafton said, “All right! Go find the magistrate and bring him back here! And hurry! This fellow needs to be taken into custody!”

	“Ye ain’t niver gonna get away with this!” Eustace snarled at everyone in the room with his angry declaration. He lay flat on his back, his swollen lips flapping to shape words. “I’ll see to it the magistrate knows what’s true here and what ain’t, see? He’ll set it all right!” Eustace blubbered. ”I ain’t done nothin’ wrong!”

	Will and another hostler stood over Eustace when he muttered a string of the vilest, bluest curses and epithets even the grooms never used. Meanwhile, one of Will’s stable mates ducked out the back door of Grafton’s office, eyeing the magnificent stallion Gavin had tied there, before speeding toward the magistrate’s office and gaol on High Street.

	Betsy now pushed into the room, stopping short when she saw Eustace lying on the floor. Then she spotted Emily and squealed happily. “Oh, thank Gawd, Miss Emily. I didn’t know what to think when he…! Lordy, are ye all right? I prayed ye wasn’t hurt, but I dint know for sure what to think or what happened to ye—”

	The maid’s trembling lips suddenly clamped together. She sniveled, hesitating for a few seconds before throwing her arms around Emily, blinking back tears of gladness. Emily melted into her friend’s embrace and sighed. “Betsy, oh Betsy, I’m fine,” she murmured. “Really. What about you? Did Eustace hurt you? And how did you get loose?”

	“I’m fine, too,” the maid answered. Quickly, she let go of Emily, and stepped away. “Oh, Lord Leathem!” she exclaimed, her expression openly astonished when she spied the earl.

	“M-My lord, what are you doing here?” The words burst from her lips without thinking. She clapped a hand over her mouth, a horrified look on her face because of her unseemly remark.

	Gavin didn’t remark it. Instead, he said, “I came to Tunbridge Wells to help Miss Dancy locate her relatives.” His smile, however, was all for Emily. “I daresay we arrived at almost identical destinations. But I expect, however, that our questions need to be answered in Lesser Bodem.” His statement was meant primarily for Emily’s ears, but he went on, “Em—err, Miss Dancy, are you lodged at the Fallen Virgin Inn?”

	She nodded, dazed a bit yet from the day’s unusual happenings and the sudden and unexpected appearance of Leathem in Percy Grafton’s office.

	“Then allow me to escort you and your maid to the inn. I believe I saw Porter’s carriage out front. We can use that.”

	Again, Emily nodded.

	Leathem turned to one of the hostlers. “We’ll take the animal tied to the rear of the carriage to the Inn’s stables. My gray horse is tied out here at the back of Grafton’s office Bring him with you. Meanwhile, Will, you must keep an eye on Dancy. Don’t let him out of your sight. Find cord or rope and bind his hands. He’s crafty and very dangerous even in his bloody and battered condition.” Gavin threw a knowing glance toward the solicitor who held a loaded pistol pointed at Eustace. “I’m sure Mr. Grafton will want to press charges after what has happened here. Am I correct, Grafton?”

	“Of course, I will, my lord,” Grafton agreed most heartily. “I daresay, I’ll give Thurston enough reasons to lock him up for an indeterminate stay. Especially after the magistrate hears what else the bast—err—dastardly scoundrel did to threaten his ward—Miss Dancy—here and elsewhere.”

	Gavin grabbed his top hat, riding gloves, and crop off Grafton’s desk. “Good. I’ll stop by the magistrate’s office when I have Miss Dancy and her maid settled.”

	With a smile, Gavin turned back to Emily and Betsy. “If you ladies are ready, I suggest we be gone.”

	Will stopped Gavin as they were leaving. “M’lord, ye have a mighty powerful set of mitts.” Will winked. “But don’t worry. I ain’t likely to let that rascal go afta what I jest heard.”

	Dolly stood in the doorway. She reached over and tapped on her young cousin’s arm. “’Twas a good thing I was on my way home, Betts. ’Twas a miracle that you had the gumption to kick the carriage door.” She turned and scowled again at the man sprawled on the floor of Grafton’s office.

	“Gawd, yes, Dolly,” Betsy went on. “I don’t know what I woulda done if ye hadn’t showed up when ye did! I think Miss Emily still looks a bit shaky.” She leaned closer to whisper to her cousin. “I’ll tell her what happened later. She’ll want to thank ye herself.”

	The Porters’ driver lounged on the bench seat on the carriage in front of Grafton’s office where he should have been an hour ago. He straightened up quickly when he saw the earl and the two women coming his way. Gavin let down the carriage steps and helped the pair into the carriage.

	“I’m Leathem, a friend of Viscount Porter,” he said, addressing the driver. “Drive us to the Fallen Virgin Inn. The horse tied to the boot belongs to the Inn. There’s big gray horse that belongs to me, and when he gets there, see that he is rubbed down, fed, and given a stall. I will speak with you a bit later.”

	“Aye, m’lord.” The driver adroitly maneuvered the carriage out of the alley and drove it, the horse tied behind it, onto High Street. Quickly, he deposited the vehicle’s occupants at the entrance to the inn and drove the carriage into the stable yard.

	* * * *

	A less formidable coach halted in front of the red brick building just as the Porters’ carriage pulled out of the alley. A young lad in country clothes hopped down, pulled open the door, and lowered the metal steps. He held out a helping hand to the aged man inside. Bent over, Squire Henry Morrow slowly slid his ancient legs and feet to the ground. One gnarled, leather-gloved hand gripped a polished cane’s ivory-carved handle.

	“Good, lad,” he said. Henry straightened his shoulders and settled his top hat more firmly atop his head. It had been a while since he dressed like a gentleman. This afternoon he wore an out-of-fashion cutaway, a linen shirt and cravat, a brocade waistcoat, pantaloons, and leather boots. He even had his whiskers trimmed by one of his male servants.

	“Now help me up the steps and get me inside,” he told the boy. “I’ve business with Percy Grafton.”

	The anteroom in Grafton’s office was empty when they entered. Morrow hesitated before ordering the lad gruffly, “Go on, go on, I’m fine now. Wait for me outside until I call for you.” The lad nodded and left him. Morrow shuffled slowly toward a half-opened doorway in the rear. No one had heard the front door opening, so the squire wasn’t greeted until Bromley saw him. “Good day, sir. My name is Bromley. I’m Mr. Grafton’s clerk. May I be of some help?”

	The squire countered with a raspy grumble, unable to see into the back room with Bromley blocking his view. “You can tell me, young man, if Percy Grafton is in. I’m here to see him on important business.”

	The clerk abruptly stepped aside. Morrow’s craggy eyebrows rose beneath the brim of his top hat when the squire suddenly exclaimed excitedly, “Damnation! Someone managed to apprehend the black-livered devil!” The Squire’s ancient, cackling laughter burst out loudly. A satisfied glance beamed from behind his toothy grin. Faded, blue eyes sparkled when Henry asked, “Who caught the bloody scumbag? Whoever he is deserves a rich reward! Bring the man to me!”

	Shuffling forward while leaning heavily on his cane, Morrow stopped to squint down at Eustace through his metal-rimmed spectacles. “Damme,” he berated the culprit, “if I don’t send you to the gallows any way I can, Dancy!” His gaze lifted as he glanced up at other men in the room. “I’m Squire Henry Morrow. I was magistrate here in Tunbridge Wells some years ago.”

	About then the front door to Grafton’s office burst open. In its forefront stood Magistrate Powell Thurston followed by several enforcement men. The invading group halted in the doorway to the rear office. Squire Morrow still glared down at Dancy who was grumbling complaints. One of the Inn’s hostlers sharply warned Eustace to keep quiet.

	“What’s going on here, Grafton?” Thurston inquired, walking farther into the office, his eyes focused on the lawyer pointing a long-barreled pistol at a man sprawled on the floor. “I was told some garbled story by one of the Inn’s hostlers. What crime has that fellow on the floor committed?”

	Squire Morrow was the first to speak. “Ye wants to know what that blackguard did?” His expression convulsed with heated exasperation. “Look here, my good man, I’m Henry Morrow. I was former magistrate here. And that bloody scoundrel lying on the floor pushed into my house uninvited hours ago. Then he threatened me, tied me up, and emptied my strongbox into his pockets! Go ahead, search him. The blunt should still be there. He scampered off with everything in the strongbox and drove away!”

	Thurston nodded to one of his men. “Search the man’s pockets.”

	Eustace complained noisily, squirming away from the magistrate’s officer until a strong hand grabbed him by the neck and squeezed. That shut him up rather quickly.

	“Right ye are, Magistrate Thurston,” the fellow said, holding up several thick wads of English script. He loosened a hold on Eustace’s neck, and Dancy flopped back against the floor, still sputtering that he was innocent of any wrongdoing.

	“Besides that, sirrah, that scapegrace kidnapped—” Morrow hesitated, shook his head, and then decided to explain. “He abducted m-my granddaughter and her maid!” Morrow raised his cane at Eustace. “What have you done with them, Dancy? I don’t see them here.”

	“None o’ yer damned business, old man,” Eustace snapped back at the Squire. His lips tightened into an evil sneer. “Ye cain’t throw me in gaol without reason! I brung the gel here to get what is due us!” Dancy’s angry retort swung back to the Squire. “And I’ll see ye in hell, old man, see if I don’t!”

	Grafton jumped in. “Thurston! There are several eye-witnesses with knowledge that the culprit threatened his ward with a knife. He also tried to force me to hand the girl’s inheritance over to him!”

	“Who bloodied him?” Thurston asked, ignoring both men’s accusations for the time being.

	“Earl Leathem of Four Towers in Wrotham,” Grafton replied, quickly supplying the answer. “He is acquainted with both Squire Morrow and Miss Emily Dancy. When this scoundrel grabbed the girl and held a knife to her throat, that’s when the earl subdued him. I dare say Lord Leathem is rather handy with his fists.”

	“Umm…well, then I shall oblige you, Squire Morrow, and you, as well, Grafton.” The magistrate turned calmly to his officers. “Gentlemen, it seems we have a dangerous criminal here.” He nodded briskly to his minions. “Get him up.” Thurston’s order was spoken quietly without anger or harsh words. “We’ll question him later. Take him with you and escort him to the gaol now. I’m anxious to hear what he has to say.” Tunbridge Wells’ stern-faced magistrate frowned down at Eustace. “If he gives you any trouble, men, you know what to do.”

	With that, Thurston nodded to the other men in Grafton’s office, turned, and strode out through the building’s front entrance. The beefy officers half carried, half dragged a stumbling Eustace Dancy a short distance to Tunbridge Wells’ gaol and tossed him into a cell.

	* * * *

	Gavin had escorted Emily and Betsy to the upper floor of the Fallen Virgin Inn, pausing with them in front of the doors to their adjoining rooms.

	“I’ll help you inside, Miss Emily,” Betsy offered.

	“No need, Betsy. I feel a little shaky, but I’ll be fine. You suffered a horrid trauma yourself because of my uncle, so we both can use some time alone to calm down.” Emily forced a smile to her lips. “Take a catnap before supper, Betsy, and I will do so, too. We’ll both feel better afterward because of what we’ve been through.”

	“Are you sure, Miss Emily? I’ll be glad to help you.”

	“No, I’ll be all right.” Emily nodded. “Go. Lie down and rest.”

	“Aye, I will then,” her maid replied and pushed open the door to her room and went inside.

	Emily glanced up at the earl who stared down at her intently.

	“Lord Leathem…?”

	“May I step inside with you out of the hallway for a moment, Emily?”

	Emily exhaled, weariness tugging hard at her after today’s harrowing events. But the earl had saved her from her uncle’s mauling, so it was only right she take time to speak with him.

	“As you wish.” She preceded Gavin inside and turned to face him as the door’s latch snapped behind him. “My lord—”

	“Allow me to say something first, Emily. It will only take a moment.”

	Hearing her given name on his lips again sent warm quivers spiraling along her spine. She should be used to hearing it by now, but she wasn’t—not really. The warmth in his deep voice made her feel…safe. This handsome, English earl, wealthy and worldly, had been more than kind and generous to her. And when she needed him, he had saved her from her uncle’s abuse. Leathem turned out to be the perfect hero.

	Nevertheless, it was imperative that she confess the truth to him. Not later, but now, because of what she learned about her parents’ and her own disgrace. She could no longer consider his marriage bargain.

	Emily’s knees felt weak. She prayed they wouldn’t give way under her. She edged backward toward the bed and sat down on the mattress. Salty tears blurred her vision, but she blinked them away. She braced her hands behind her. She had felt almost comfortable in the Inn, but her nerves now twitched across her skin. She wiped her eyes with the back of one hand, and glanced up at the earl. He stood quietly before her. He had removed his top hat and dropped it with his gloves and riding crop on a chair.

	She hadn’t yet removed her bonnet. Still discombobulated by what occurred in Grafton’s office, Emily now noticed the earl’s bruised and bleeding knuckles. She recalled him lunging at Eustace, punching him with bare fists to save her from being slashed. Oh, the earl fought for her so marvelously! She gasped in spite of herself at what emotions now overtook her. A large, painful knot squeezed Emily’s insides. Yes, the earl was almost forty, but she never thought of him as being old. Today he looked exceptionally virile and masculine.

	She thought more about the earl as deeper feelings for him grew. They became more complex, even muddled. And she did think about him. Often. Things she learned about him gained a new appreciation for him. She was definitely attracted to him. How could she not be after talking with Willy and what her life with the earl might entail. She had all but made up her mind to wed him—crossing her fingers that their marriage would be a happy bargain for both of them, one that neither would regret.

	Today, however, everything had changed.

	Blindly, Emily reached out and grabbed one of the earl’s battered hands. She looked down blurry-eyed at his scraped and bloodied knuckles. “Gracious, m’lord, look at your poor hands,” she whispered as a teardrop squeezed from a corner of one eye and dribbled down a cheek. Tenderly cradling one of his hands in hers, feeling the warmth and masculine strength inherent in it, did strange things to Emily’s heartbeat. More than compassion laced through her. The earl still stared down at her when her eyes flew up to meet his. “I-I can’t ever thank you,” she murmured, her voice low when she hesitated. “I-I believe my uncle would have hurt me. He is quite capable of harming people without worrying about any remorse. I thought him despicable—nasty and uncouth—when I met him years ago. I never truly believed he was part of our family. I know he hates me. Perhaps, he knew how I felt about him, and that is the reason.” Emily sighed. “But I can only guess.” Then she slowly carried Gavin’s bloody and bruised knuckles to her mouth, brushing over them lightly with her lips.

	“Emily, stop, you need not—” Gavin almost choked on his words when her soft, warm lips touched his bare skin. Stepping back, he bent quickly, their hands still linked, and gently pressed his lips on her forehead.

	She blinked.

	Gavin eased his wounded hand out of Emily’s grasp. Staring into her eyes, he whispered, “Emily, it’s not your pity I want, dear girl.” He rubbed a blunt fingertip across her salty cheek, dislodging a tear and bringing the damp tip to his lips. A powerful jolt of tenderness rolled through Leathem. How young, how compassionate, and yet vulnerable, she is. She was half his age, but it didn’t matter to him. Perhaps, hopefully not to her either. When Eustace grabbed Emily and held a knife to her throat, pluckiness was a damned brave thing for a girl her age to do. He was so proud of her. She behaved with outstanding courage, and scarcely winced when the sharp blade pricked her skin.

	He didn’t want her blaming herself for his bruised hands. An electric charge of male possessiveness, combined with lightning anger, had leapt through him like an enraged lion when Eustace held her so roughly, pressing the blade against her throat. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on the bastard to pound him to a bloody pulp after he terrorized his ward.

	A gasp escaped Emily’s lips.

	Gavin asked, “Are you all right?”

	She nodded, but her gaze remained glued to his hands.

	“Emily, you look as pale as a ghost. I’ll summon a physician…”

	“Oh, no, don’t, your lordship. I-I’ll be fine. A brief rest will do it for me.”

	“You must be quite overset. And why wouldn’t you be? Anyone would be in a tizzy after what your uncle put you through. Why won’t you let me summon a physician? Perhaps, he can give you something to chase away your nervousness.”

	“No doctor, please. I beg you!”

	Gavin drew in an exasperated breath. “I should not listen to you…but…all right. Again, I shall do as you wish.”

	The late afternoon sun breached the window in Emily’s bedchamber, painting odd shadows on the room’s walls. Gavin said seriously, “There is one thing I can promise you, and is that you will no longer need fear of your uncle. I’ll see to it that he is jailed, hung, or transported to one of England’s penal colonies. You will never see him again.”

	The atmosphere in Emily’s room pulsed with unexplored emotions. Both occupants were aware of new things happening between them, but neither knew exactly what. Unspoken thoughts, aided by highly charged emotions, hovered on the air. Emily was reminded again of the promise she made to the earl a few nights earlier. It was only fair she tell him now what she discovered about her unsavory birthright.

	“Trust me, Emily,” Gavin was saying. “I want you to think again about our bargain.” His words hovered between them as Gavin reached for his hat, gloves and crop, and turned to leave. He was halfway to the door when Emily called him back.

	“Lord Leathem, wait!” She took one small step toward him. “I-I must to tell you something that is rather urgent. Something I forgot to tell you.”

	Emily wiped a few more tears from her damp cheeks with shaking fingers. Untying the ribbons on her bonnet, she finally removed it as she stared down at the ruined feathers.

	How can I tell the earl that I’m a bastard? That my parents were never married?

	Gavin returned to stand before her.

	Emily laid the bonnet aside.

	Leathem still had his top hat tucked beneath one arm of his badly torn riding coat; his gaze focused on Emily’s worried countenance. “What is it, my dear? What else has that scoundrel done to you that I haven’t been made aware of?”

	“Please, my lord, do sit down,” Emily said. She gestured to the only cushioned chair in her room. “I must…well, I wish…to tell you something important…something you need to know right now.”

	“You seem jumpy. Maybe it should wait—”

	“No, it can’t wait.” Emily pressed her lips together firmly. “I must tell you now!” Emily spoke without considering the bluntness of her words. “I’m a bastard, my lord…”

	“Wh-at!” Gavin’s eyebrows all but met his hairline when he heard what she said. The silence between them lengthened until he began to chuckle, from deep in his chest. “Good grief, girl, you don’t know what you’re saying. I understand how overset you must be…”

	Quickly, Emily stopped him, raising a hand. “Please, listen to me, m’lord. Then you’ll understand.”

	“But—”

	“My parents were never wed.”

	Another momentary silence stretched between them. Emily ducked her head in shame, her fingers twisting together in her lap.

	Gavin laughed more like a relative when the unexpected confession tumbled from her lips and she hung her head. He waited for her to go on, unsure how to respond.

	Emily blinked several times then inhaled, unable to meet his eyes. Words clogged her throat. She coughed nervously, and forced herself to continue. “My parents never spoke marriage vows in a church. Their nuptials were never registered—”

	“Hold on just a moment!” Gavin spoke quickly, squelching the words from Emily’s lips. He quickly squatted down in front of her, dropping whatever he held in his hands, and took hers into his. When she would not meet his gaze, he prompted, “Who told you that nonsense?”

	Eyes downcast, Emily just shook her head.

	“Out with it, Emily. Tell me. I wish to know,” Gavin prodded sternly, squeezing her fingers. “Tell me who told you that falsehood.”

	Emily raised her chin up finally, her tear-washed, crystalline orbs avoiding his penetrating gaze. “E-Eustace. Who else?” She exhaled out with a whoosh of breath. “He knows all about my family. My relatives. That’s why he went to Lesser Bodem to see Squire Morrow and—”

	Gavin interrupted her. “When did he tell you this bit of erroneous misinformation, Emily?”

	“While we were on our way to Mr. Grafton’s office.” Her face squished into a painful grimace. She looked ready to weep more. “H-He said I was b-born on the wrong side of the b-blanket. And I was a-a…”

	Gavin quickly interrupted her, hard pressed to suppress a smile. He heard cant language, of course, but he rarely heard it in any conversations with females.

	“I see.” His lips twitched. “And you believed him?”

	“Well…yes, why wouldn’t I?” She sniffled, looking up at him. “I was shocked, but I couldn’t argue. He knew my history better than I did.” She swallowed some of her earlier embarrassment.

	Gavin’s bruised fingers clasped Emily’s hands tightly. “Even knowing the bast—err…hasn’t your uncle always lied to you? Knowing he’d fabricate slanderous lies as a means to deny you your inheritance? Nevertheless—you believed him?”

	“Well, maybe I shouldn’t have, I suppose, but…”

	“There are lies aplenty and more half-truths in this world, my dear, beginning with those you heard from Eustace Dancy,” Leathem declared. “So I may as well confess something, too.” He smiled at her. “I never told you why I was in Tunbridge Wells.”

	He saw questions lurking in Emily’s eyes, but she blinked and shook them away

	“I’ll tell you why I came here. For the same reasons you did. To discover what I could about your family. Do you remember that I said I may be able to locate your relatives?”

	Emily straightened her shoulders, her next response more incisive. “I told you most everything when you hired me, m’lord.” She paused. “I didn’t lie, but I said only what I believed was necessary for you to know at the time.”

	“And I took you at your word. But even then, your story puzzled me. I suspected there was more, a whole lot more, and I wanted to know everything. I still don’t know all of it, do I? That’s why I’m going back to Lesser Bodem to talk with Squire Morrow tomorrow.” Gavin squeezed Emily’s fingers again before saying, “Perhaps, we should make the trip together. We both have questions. Am I correct?” When Gavin smiled, Emily dipped her chin, nodding. “And, I believe there are some answers due from Percy Grafton before we are done. About your grandmother.”

	“My lord, didn’t you hear what I said—”

	“First, stop ‘my lording’ me again. My name is Gavin. Use it when we are alone. And I shall call you Emily, so get used to it.”

	The curt words squelched Emily’s protest.

	He still wants to consider our marriage bargain. Oh my!

	Emily was speechless.

	Gavin rose and tugged Emily up to him, face to face. Letting go of her hands, he cupped her cheek gently with a bruised hand. “Dry your tears, Emily,” he whispered, leaning close, his dark eyes peering into hers. “Things shall go the way they should if only you will trust me.” Gavin knew he was teetering on the edge of a precipice. Mortal danger now attacked him after those two long decades without a spouse. Magic sparked between them, flames that could ignite quickly if only he’d let them. A single word could topple him head first—not into lust—that he felt already—but into love with Lilianne’s young governess.

	Emily entertained hope after listening to Leathem’s explanation. Eustace could have lied to her. Possibly, she wasn’t a bastard after all. And just maybe, her parents were married. She never asked either one about their courtship…or when and where they were wed. Her mother never talked about it, and Emily believed it was none of her business. But she hoped in her heart that what Eustace told her was not true, that his words were a pack of lies he had made up to intimidate her.

	“We shall solve this mystery to your satisfaction and mine tomorrow, Emily. But I must leave you now. Rest until we meet in the morning.”

	With that gentle admonition, the earl pressed warm, moist lips lightly against Emily’s forehead again. Little did she know how much more he wanted to do. His feelings for her had burgeoned in earnest when Eustace took her captive. He yearned to enfold her in his arms, pull her young body close, feel her lush breasts warm and soft against him, and do more than comfort her. He wanted to make her his—now and always.

	However, after the unexpected and horrifyingly events of today, the time didn’t feel right. Not yet, but soon. He believed Emily had been badly shaken by stress and the danger she had gone though, although she dismissed any further fear of her uncle.

	Slowly, Gavin let her small hands glide from his injured ones. He would press the Squire with deeper queries on the morrow. Ferret out more of what was unknown to him about the Morrows and Dancys, and their family connection.

	Leaving Emily, Gavin quietly shut the door to her room. He went below, stopping at the concierge’s desk to reserve another night’s lodging for himself.

	Meanwhile, in Grafton’s office, Squire Morrow and the lawyer engaged in a long and detailed discourse. First about Eustace Dancy, and next about Mary Morrow’s will. New information came to light concerning Grace and John Dancy’s elopement as the men delved into the legalities and legitimacy of Morrow’s granddaughter’s birth and inheritance.

	 

	


Chapter 19

	WHEN the two women awakened from their naps, Emily ordered supper trays sent up to her room. Neither girl wished to dine in the Inn’s public room.

	“What happens now, Miss Emily?” Betsy asked, finishing her meal.

	“I’m not sure,” Emily responded. “Gavin…err…the earl and me are to visit Squire Morrow again tomorrow. He wants to question my grandfather further about my family.”

	“I thought that ‘twas why we went there today—”

	“Yes, it was. But I was not able to ask the Squire anything pertinent before my uncle grabbed you and me and hustled us into Tunbridge Wells and Mr. Grafton’s office.”

	Emily sighed.

	“I’m sure, Betsy, that you overheard what Eustace said about my parents not being wed. I always simply believed my parents spoke their vows in church before a clergyman. The earl says—” She suddenly stopped, scoffing. “But the earl doesn’t know very much about my family other than what I told him when he hired me.”

	Emily rose from the small table where the pair ate their evening meal. “I’m going to bed. I’m tired and I don’t want to think about anything tonight. I feel hollow inside, empty, and completely drained without a spark of life left in me after what happened to us today. You must feel the same way, Betsy.” She smiled wanly at Wilma’s maid. “Why don’t you seek your bed, too? We’ll be up early tomorrow to visit the Squire.”

	“Aye, I’ll do what ye suggest. So, g’night, then, Miss Emily. I’ll leave our supper trays outside the door for the kitchen maids, and I will see ye in the mornin’.” Betsy shut the door and retreated to her room.

	Emily changed into a fresh nightgown, believing she would fall asleep again immediately from nervous exhaustion. But she was wrong. Instead, her busy brain whirled and spun, jumbled images popping into her head and reminding her of the day’s horrible events. She lay on the mattress open-eyed while her tired muscles cramped, keeping her awake.

	Her thoughts flicked back to Eustace. By now he must be under the watchful eyes of guards in Tunbridge Wells’ gaol. The earl’s powerful fists and the men who dragged him away must have silenced him. Rolling onto her side, Emily pulled a blanket higher over her shoulders, recalling the nightmare she had about her uncle. She didn’t want to go through that again. She buried the vision deep in her mind, but it still took a while before she fell asleep.

	Her dreams tonight, however, were very different.

	She was at the Duke of Carlisle’s house party with Leathem. The two of them were strolling along an overgrown path lined by bushes and towering trees, the same wilderness path she had taken to visit her parents’ grave the day the earl and his horse almost ran over her. A breeze teased the feathers on her bonnet, the one she purchased specially for the duke’s party. Leathem had placed her gloved hand in the warm curve of his elbow, his muscular forearm resting beneath her fingers. As they strolled, her heart thudded against her ribs more rapidly than it should. She felt breathless walking beside him.

	Goodness, she thought, rolling over in bed, half awake and half asleep. It felt like weeks instead of days ago when she arrived at the duke’s house party with Wilma and Harry Porter. And now…slowly, her mind slid back into the dream.

	The earl brought her to a halt on the path. She wondered why. Dark and handsome, tall and perfectly attired, he gripped her shoulders gently and turned her to face him. Ebony-colored eyes peered into hers beneath the wide brim of her bonnet. Questions hovered in his gaze as his lips formed the words, “You promised to give me an answer at the ball, but—”

	Emily’s heart froze briefly before it began to beat again.

	How do I know what is true or false? If what Eustace told me was not a packet of lies, London’s beau monde would never accept me as the earl’s countess—not only because he had married a governess, but because she was a bastard. And even if she were legitimate, she would be deemed a country mouse—a nobody—a commoner—not nearly lofty enough to bear the title of Countess Leathem, wife of the wealthy Earl of Leathem.

	Only half awake, Emily flipped onto her back, remembering what else occurred in that dream. The earl had kissed her beneath a canopy of leaves high above them. Slowly, tenderly, at first—then more passionately. His desire was laced with carnal hunger, and his deepening kiss had left her shaken. Her fingertips and toes tingled. She remembered hearing birds chirping in the trees and small animals rustling the tall grass. Probably frightened by their intrusion. The rapid pounding of her heart, however, replaced other sounds when Leathem again took her lips in a profound, torrid kiss that had her sensibilities whirling into an unknown universe, one she had never known.

	Leathem’s mouth was hot and persistent as sensations swirled through her psyche. An older man with a world of experience, he knew how to dissolve a woman into a quivering puddle of blancmange. She recalled his bruised, caressing hands. In her dream they roamed lightly but thoroughly over her torso, sliding up her ribs to cup and tease her breasts. He squeezed them gently before rubbing across her nipples already roused by his devastating kisses. Arms, strong and tight, held her close, as if he didn’t want to let her go.

	Finally, Emily emerged from her dream feeling safe, warm, and happy. Her deep contentment lingered until she remembered her thoughts about illegitimacy still hung over her head like a smoke-filled London fog.

	Leathem promised her things would be fine. But he had to been wishful thinking.

	Emily sighed, burying her nose in the rough cloth of the Inn’s bed pillow. Wearied by distress and frazzled nerves, she again fell back to sleep.

	* * * *

	A peach-colored dawn brightened Emily’s chamber as she recalled parts of last night’s dreams. She even dreamt about Squire Morrow. Her dream about Leathem, however, had unsettled her. The earl had kissed her here yesterday, but lightly, on her forehead, and not as passionately as in her dream. On the wilderness path he kissed her in ways that were not quite proper. But she allowed him to kiss her in that dream, reveling in his caresses. And when she awakened this morning, safe and content, she felt better than she had in a very long time.

	Stretching leisurely, Emily rubbed sleep out of her eyes, smiling for no reason. She listened to Betsy moving around next door. They both were unnerved and overset yesterday, but hopefully, a night’s sleep would cure them of the shivers.

	When Betsy tapped on Emily’s door, she responded, “Come in,” her feet dangling over the edge of the mattress. “Did you sleep well, Betsy?” she asked when the girl approached her with a tray carrying delicious aromas wafting from under the dishes’ covers.

	“Aye, that I did. And I brung us both breakfast. Oh, but I must tell ye that I bumped into the earl belowstairs. He said to tell ye we should be ready to leave for Lesser Bodem at ten of the clock. He already alerted Lord Porter’s carriage driver for our trip.”

	“Fine. I’m a little nervous about meeting my grandpapa again. From what I saw of him yesterday, he looked ancient. I didn’t think he’d be that old.” Emily looked somewhat disappointed.

	“Granpapas tend to be both crotchety and hoary.” Betsy grinned at her. “Lots of whiskers and wrinkles. How old do ye think he should be?”

	Emily grimaced, wryly. “I don’t have the faintest notion.”

	Betsy giggled. “We’ll soon know, won’t we?” The maid rummaged through Emily’s luggage and pulled one of her gowns out and held it up. “Will this do?” She shook the wrinkles out of a russet-colored morning dress trimmed with ecru lace and dark green, velvet ribbons.

	“Umm, yes, I that should be fine. I can still wear my bonnet with the cream-colored ostrich plume. But we had best hurry and get dressed. We mustn’t keep the earl waiting.”

	* * * *

	The Porters’ carriage and driver were waiting at the entrance to the Fallen Virgin Inn at ten o’clock. The earl lounged against its door.

	“Good morning, Miss Dancy,” Gavin greeted Emily, straightening up and tipping a fingertip against his hat brim. “And, morning to you, too, Miss Squiller.”

	Each woman dipped a tiny curtsy.

	Opening the door for them, Gavin pulled down metal steps. They entered the carriage with the earl following close behind them.

	“I daresay,” Leathem said as he tapped lightly on the vehicle’s roof to get the driver moving. “A night’s rest did a world of good for you both. You look a deal more bright-eyed and chipper this morning. Oh…and lest I forget. Earlier, I visited Tunbridge Wells’ magistrate.” The remark was meant for Emily. “Your uncle has ceased claiming his innocence. He sent Porter’s driver on a wild goose chase and then tied up Miss Squiller.” The earl’s eyes swung briefly toward Betsy. “That’s why no one was on the carriage’s bench when your cousin arrived and untied you, Miss Squiller.”

	“I wondered where he got himself to, your lordship,” the maid responded. “I feel better now, or I mighta squealed on him to Lord Harry for leaving the carriage unattended.”

	Rumbling out of town in the direction of Lesser Bodem, the Porter’s vehicle now lurched ahead. It soon entered the drive to Henry Morrow’s manor.

	Mrs. Pearce greeted Emily, Betsy, and the earl at the front door. “The Squire has a touch of gout this morning,” she whispered when they paused in the foyer. “So he’s a mite grouchy. More than usual, I should say.” She chuckled, unable to hide a smile. “He mentioned ye’d be visiting us again, your lordship,” she said, turning to Gavin. “But I wasn’t told the ladies were coming with you.”

	“I asked Miss Dancy and Miss Squiller to come along. Is the Squire ready to see us?”

	“Aye. Come ahead.”

	A slippered foot rested upon a small stool in Morrow’s cluttered study. Henry was scrunched low in his wingchair. “Come in, come in. Don’t let the warmth get out in the hallway what with the price of coal nowadays to heat this place,” Morrow grumbled. His gnarled fingers curled around a cane. He gestured to two of his visitors, pointing them toward straight-backed chairs. Then he said, “Mrs. Pearce, take the maid to the kitchen with you.” His heavy eyebrows twitched. “Go along with my housekeeper, Miss Squiller. I wish to speak with my visitors in private.” Again, he ordered Mrs. Pearce, “Now get on with it and bring us refreshments if you will.” The Squire then leaned back, his watery blue eyes fixed on the pair facing him.

	“Good to see you again, Squire,” Gavin began. “I had hoped you’d feel better after yesterday’s ungodly mishaps.”

	“I’d feel better without the gout plaguing me. But this blasted affliction comes with old age,” the Squire muttered, referring to his throbbing foot.

	Emily sneaked a peek at her grandfather from beneath her bonnet’s rim. She was still unsure how to address him. Yesterday Eustace had hustled her out of the room before she had a good look at the old man who was trussed up with drapery cord. A gag had hidden his mouth, but she remembered his light blue eyes burning defiantly.

	So far she hadn’t spoken, only bobbed her head in greeting. The old man returned a polite nod. She hoped he would greet her more warmly, and accept her immediately as his long lost granddaughter—his daughter’s child. Instead, their current meeting didn’t seem to bode well. Emily’s heart sank into her half boots. She sighed, unconsciously, crystal blue eyes swinging back and forth from Morrow to the earl.

	“That dastardly devil trounced me, hurt me aplenty I must admit, Leathem. But he’s in gaol now, ain’t he?” Blue eyes, faded but crystal-clear like Emily’s, were a lot brighter than they were yesterday. “I’ll see that he gets a positive punishment this time when I tell my story in court. Dancy’s a blasted thief, and he kidnapped and threatened his ward. If not dangling at the end of a noose, I’ll see that he spends the rest of his miserable life at hard labor. In the hulks, the colonies, or New Wales if I can manage it.”

	“I agree with you wholeheartedly, Squire,” Gavin responded. “But I—we—came here today to discuss a different matter.” Leathem met the old man’s gaze straight on. “I am no longer thinking about Dancy or his criminal history. What I am curious about is your daughter, Grace. And even more curious, I wish to know about her daughter. Can you tell us more, Squire Morrow?”

	The squire explained Grace’s elopement with John Dancy just before Mrs. Pearce, accompanied by Betsy, knocked on the door, carrying in two trays—a teapot with cups and saucers, and another with a plate piled with raisin scones and a bowl of clotted cream.

	Newly surprised, Emily had learned her parents had indeed been married in a church in Wrotham, the village in which Gavin’s ancestral estate was located. She discovered also that Morrow was her grandfather, and her grandmother had been born to aristocrats. She clung tightly to that knowledge, but would examine the Squire’s explanation more closely when she had time to think. The earl promised Emily they would visit Wrotham’s church on their way back to Surrey and verify her parent’s marriage. Emily definitely wasn’t a bastard, she was the Dancy’s legitimate offspring.

	Finally, a harried-looking and weary Henry Morrow suggested that Leathem and Emily meet again with Percy Grafton. Later in Grafton’s office, Emily signed several legal documents. Much later, Emily and Gavin visited Wrotham’s clergyman who then checked old records. Emily was told of her true natal day and that she was baptized in Wrotham as well. Her birth date turned out to be the ninth of April twenty-one years ago, not the month of June. The earl sent a messenger to Grafton stating that Emily had legal rights to inherit from her grandmother, Mary Morrow, and provided written verification from Wrotham’s vicar. The lawyer began the process which would release the funds to Emily. It turned out, she was rather a wealthy young lady.

	* * * *

	When three weary travelers arrived at the Duke of Carlisle’s castle days later, more than a few eyebrows were raised. Wilma’s questions, of course, had come fast and furious when she deserted Harry and rushed to meet her friend, seeing Emily and Betsy were back. She was surprised to note the Earl of Leathem had returned with them, too.

	“Emmie, you must tell me this minute what happened in Tunbridge Wells,” Wilma pressed. “I am all ears, my dear, so do confess!”

	Emily was breathless thinking about the exciting news she had to tell her friend. “Goodness, Willy, I scarcely know where to begin! There’s so much to say, it will take hours. I’ll tell you a number of good things…and some bad things, too. Things I would never have known if I didn’t make the trip. I’m truly glad I had the courage to do what I did.”

	Worn out by the past events, Emily sighed deeply, leaning back against the settee. “First, I must thank you and Lord Harry again for inviting me here. My whole world has changed drastically since we left London. I’m top over tails, dear friend!” Emily squeezed Wilma’s hand. “And what an exciting week!”

	“Ahh, dear girl, I see the change in you already. Wonderful things must have occurred while you were in Kent. I never saw you look so happy. Not since when your parents were alive. Tell me more, Em. I want to share your happiness.” Wilma winked, mischievously. “Is it because of the earl?”

	Emily contemplated Wilma’s question silently. Leathem was a part of what happened, but he wasn’t the biggest part. And she had better make up her mind about that soon. She drew in a long, slow breath. “I know what you’re thinking, but no, Willy, more took place besides Leathem.”

	Plunging onward, Emily described what went on in Lesser Bodem and Tunbridge Wells. Her and Betsy’s kidnapping, her uncle’s harassment in Grafton’s office, and Eustace’s subsequent capture and arrest. She also discovered a grandfather who was very much alive. Squire Henry Morrow. Her mother’s father. Even more unexpected news was the fact she had inherited a fabulous fortune. Her inheritance made her well-to-do. And, besides that, she now knew her true natal day and could celebrate it again and again if she felt so inclined. Much of what she learned, however, was still incomprehensible to her, and left her feeling somewhat confused.

	Betsy described her own experiences with Emily’s uncle and his dastardly actions when she later helped Wilma dress and fix her hair.

	“Oh dear me!” Wilma replied. “How awful for you and Emily! What a horrid man Eustace Dancy must be! I met him once, but it was a long, long time ago. Who knew that he would turn out to be a nasty criminal? Poor Emily! Oh, and her parents, too! If alive, they would have been devastated to learn they harbored a black-hearted rogue in their family!”

	“Indeed, the man is quite terrifying, Lady Wilma. A scary beast. I didn’t know till later that he tried to slash Miss Emily’s throat!”

	“What? Good heavens! She never told me that!”

	“’Twas Earl Leathem what saved her gettin’ her throat cut. I heard he pounded Miss Emily’s uncle into a bloody pulp with his bare hands. If you ask me, the earl’s a real hero.”

	“Good grief, Emily never told me that either.” Willy frowned until her brow cleared. “I shall want more of the gory details from her. She was very naughty not to tell me everything,” Willy added with a sassy smile. “I’ll make sure she tells me each and every teensy detail, not just what she left out.”

	Wilma spent the next quarter hour repeating stories about Emily and Betsy to her husband. “I did read Eustace Dancy was in the Tower before we arrived in Surrey,” Porter went on, “but I knew little of the critical details and cared even less to read about the man.”

	“He’s Emily’s adopted uncle, Harry, not a blood relative. Her grandparents rescued him from the streets of White Chapel many years ago. He ran away from them as a boy. And like the prodigal son, he would appear without warning in Toynton-under-Hill to demand funds from the Dancys.”

	“Ahh, I see. But you told me he was released from the Tower. I wonder how that happened. Then he shows up in Kent. I never read the dailies while we were here, and I missed browsing London’s gossip about Dancy or French spies. The only gossip I heard of any import was about a curricle race in Green Park between two of my foolish Corinthian friends. Both ended up with broken bones and damaged vehicles. Thank goodness, the animals were spared injury!”

	“I still don’t know all the details either,” Wilma responded, sending her husband a knowing smile. “But never mind that, darling, let’s go below and mingle, hmm? I believe the earl has promised to escort Emily to tonight’s festivities.”

	 

	


Chapter 20

	LILIANNE and her maid, Penny, sat anxiously waiting in Lady Parcells’ parlor. Lydia, her swollen ankle swathed in a pristine bandage, arrived to confront the giggling pair as she was rolled inside with her chair. “What do you have to say for yourselves?” She began without explanation, her harsh tones highlighting her obvious irritation.

	Lilianne angled a sidewise glance at her maid, but seeing no help there, she murmured what may have meant to be an abject apology. “It was a very short swim, Great Aunt…”

	“Shush! Keep quiet and listen to me, gel!” Lydia snapped back at her sharply. “Short or long, it would have ruined your reputation once and for all if anyone saw you cavorting about in wet underclothes! Did you even consider that?”

	Lilianne blinked, sneaking another quick peek at Penny, whose eyes were squeezed shut.

	The girls had been excused from deportment classes earlier that day, because Lydia needed to meet with her steward and had excused the two from lessons, reminding them things would begin again right after lunch.

	The day had begun bright and sunny, and unusually warm for May, so the girls decided to go for a stroll, chatting merrily as they headed to a small pond surrounded by trees behind the mansion. A long wooden pier had been constructed outward from the woods’ edge. Tied to it was a flat-bottomed skiff with a pair of wooden oars. As the girls approached the dock, Lilianne eyed the boat.

	“Where I come from everyone knows how to row,” she told Penny. “It’s not difficult once you get the hang of it.”

	“Me mum would skin me alive iffen I got inta one of them risky things.”

	Penny’s mention of her mother had Lilianne recalling how her parents rarely paid much attention to her. She drew in a long inhale. Mostly, she did what she felt like without much supervision.

	“I bet I can row that skiff easy,” Lilianne said quietly. Without stopping to think, she lowered her backside onto the dock’s weathered planks, and threw her feet and legs over the side. The pond’s surface was ruffled by a light breeze. Below her, the boat rocked gently atop tiny waves.

	“The pond doesn’t look very deep, Penny,” Lilianne said, pointing a finger. “Look, you can see two fish swimming near the bottom.” With that, Lilianne slid off the dock, her feet landing in the center of the skiff.

	“Miss Lili! No! Ye’ll get drownded!” Penny’s countrified twang came out in times of excitement or stress.

	Lilianne squatted on the board seat in the skiff and grabbed the pair of oars tucked in the oarlocks. “Come on, Penny, jump down. I’ll row us out on the pond.”

	“Oh, no, not me!” The girl refused, vehemently shaking her head. “You go! I’ll watch!”

	“Well, now I can tell you are a silly, chickenhearted wimp! Never mind, I’ll go by myself. Now…just untie that rope!”

	Reluctant to do what she was asked, still Penny did what she was told after Lilianne asked her a second time. Undoing the knots, Penny dropped the coarse hemp rope into the skiff as if it were a live snake. Immediately, the skiff slowly drifted away from the dock. It took Lilianne a few minutes to get the feel of rowing the oars in unison again, but she was soon skimming across the pond’s surface.

	Penny watched unhappily from the shore.

	“See, you silly gudgeon,” Lilianne called to her maid, taunting Penny from her place in the flat-bottomed boat. “I told you it was easy!”

	Suddenly, a strong gust of wind blew across the water, and tore Lilianne’s bonnet off. Her hat splashed into the water. Laughing, Lilianne reached over to retrieve it, but she leaned out a little too far, and lost her balance and tumbled into the pond. Several petticoats and her gown soon dragged her under.

	Penny jumped up and down on the shore screeching and watching what was happening. “Oh, Gawd! Miss Lili! Yer been drownded!” She screamed, terrified, as her mistress disappeared beneath the pond’s placid surface. Pitiful squeaks and anxious whimpers now escaped Penny’s trembling lips as she stood there shaking. Fingers clapped over her mouth, her blue eyes round with fright as she appeared rooted to the pond’s shore, unable to do anything to help.

	Seconds later, Lilianne’s head popped up from beneath the pond’s surface. She grabbed at the skiff and hung on to it to catch her breath. Lili learned how to swim early in life, but as she grew older, she had few opportunities to do so. However, learning to swim was something you didn’t usually forget, like riding horseback. So Lili didn’t panic. What worried her more was the wet, heavy fabric tangling around her legs and feet and dragging her down. So, she held onto the skiff with one hand and shimmied out of her gown and petticoats, draping them over the side of the boat. Then, kicking her feet behind her, she pushed the lightweight skiff in front of her until she reached the shore.

	The pair of miscreants hurried back to the mansion and up to Lilianne’s bedchamber without being caught. Unfortunately, Lilianne couldn’t easily hide the dripping garments. A housemaid saw her with them, and snitched on her.

	The girls now waited for the ax to fall, uncertain what punishment would be meted out to them by Lady Parcells. Because Lydia arrived and scolded them harshly, neither girl dared giggle. Penny’s hands continued to tremble beneath the stern gaze of the gray-haired noblewoman who was teaching Lilianne how to be a lady.

	Lilianne, however, was less intimidated. Having run wild as a child, she escaped trouble by innate cleverness and careful dint of will. “I could not let Penny’s words go unchallenged, Great Aunt,” she said. “She dared me, so I—”

	She could manage the punishment Lady Parcells meted out—probably nothing more than a lengthy diatribe about unladylike behavior.

	“Oh, Miss Lili, ye knows I dint mean that,” Penny jumped in, groaning pitifully.

	“What did you say, gel?” Lydia asked, her full attention now on the young maid.

	“I was ’fraid Miss Lilianne would get drownded,” Penny explained. Her words were uttered so quietly they were barely audible. “I tole her me mum would skin me alive iffen I went out in that thing.” Penny then covered her face in her hands and whined.

	Sharp, cobalt eyes now bored into the earl’s ward. “Well?” Lydia asked, her voice sharpened to a razor’s edge. “Do you wish to tell me about it, Miss Fielding?”

	“Great Aunt, I’m dreadfully sorry. I truly am,” Lilianne said, sounding subdued. “I fibbed because Penny didn’t really dare me.”

	Lydia’s forehead wrinkled. Her icy silence halted the pair of miscreants from spouting any further excuses. A chill crossed the air in the room and Lydia directed her next words to Penny. “You may leave us, Penelope. I wish to talk with Lilianne alone.”

	Penny rose hurriedly, bobbing a quick curtsy and shooting a concerned glance at Lilianne who returned it with a forced smile.

	“Well, missy,” Lydia began after the maid exited. “What am I to do with you?” she asked rhetorically. An audible sigh escaped her as she peered into the face of the earl’s young ward. The aging peeress gripped the armrests of her rolling chair with arthritic fingers and waited for the girl to respond. Her expression remained unchanged when she added, “I wonder what your parents would say about your unladylike misbehavior.”

	“My parents would neither scold me nor forgive me, Aunt,” the girl replied saucily. “Both knew I could swim. But I s’pose neither would be happy that I wore my new gown to go swimming.”

	“Don’t you dare be so impertinent with me, young lady!” Irate sparks snapped at Lilianne from Lydia’s blue eyes. “Swimming is not the worst problem,” Lydia added, chiding the girl as she maintained her forbidding glare.

	“I thought I taught you better.” Lydia’s scowl deepened slightly. “But I see now there are things you never absorbed during my lessons. Either because you don’t concentrate, or because you object to what I deem is a lady’s proper behavior. At times, I believe you are off somewhere, fantasizing. Good heavens, gel, you must learn to behave with certain propriety when you’re out in aristocratic company. You are no longer a child, Miss Fielding, you are a young woman. And a rather willful one, I suspect.”

	Lydia paused and waited, but when Lilianne said nothing, she went on. “As Gavin’s ward you will be invited to the season’s most prestigious entertainments. You will mingle with wealthy and titled members of London’s ton. My dear, you dare not embarrass the earl.”

	“I am not upper class, Great Aunt. I know that. Leathem is my guardian only because of some strange quirk of fate. If he could, I think he would rather forget the matter entirely.”

	“I tend to agree with you.” Lydia coughed, her lips twitching wryly. “But, as you know, it isn’t the case. My nephew was brought up to be both honest and honorable, and he will do what is expected of him. So—he will do what is needed to get you launched—and married—as soon as possible.”

	Lilianne inhaled. Slowly, she straightened her slim shoulders and bent toward the older woman. “The thing is, Aunt, I don’t wish to be launched nor married. I don’t wish to come out. I don’t wish to attend London’s silly tea parties, fancy balls, or…or push a needle and thread through an embroidery hoop. I want to experience different, exciting things, not be leg-shackled to some stranger I scarcely know.

	Lydia’s eyebrows jumped skyward, her blue eyes wide with astonishment. “Oh? And what exactly does that mean? What are those things you wish to experience if I may be so bold as to ask?”

	Lilianne’s gaze met the flashing eyes of Gavin’s aunt where a spark winked deep in those blue depths. “I mean to explore interesting and divergent paths, but I haven’t made up my mind yet what I should choose,” Lilianne responded, her voice hesitant, her gaze meshing with Lydia’s.

	“My, my,” Lydia murmured, “I would never have guessed.” A queer smile formed on her lips and she cleared her throat.

	“I want to know about…everything…everything that is available to me, Aunt. I dreamt so many different dreams. I want to find happiness, but I don’t want to bind myself to a man whose ideas may stifle or destroy mine. And I’m young, Aunt. I don’t know what is waiting around the bend for me. I hope what I want will end my restlessness. And when the time is ripe, I’ll know it. Something or someone will claim my final interest. Then I’ll be happy and content.”

	Lili lowered her gaze and stared down at her folded hands. “There has to be more to life than making calls, Aunt, chatting aimlessly, or dancing. Boring things that hold no interest for me…things that go on each season year after year.”

	Lilianne captured Lydia’s complete affection when she asked something truly outlandish. “Tell me, Great Aunt, were you unhappy when you married a man you didn’t love? Someone who bought you, owned you, body and soul, like a fancy carriage or a new horse. A man who had control over everything you did and even thought, everything you believed should belong intrinsically part of you and you alone?”

	Hearing that extraordinary question from the young woman sitting across from her, Lydia gasped out loud. She remembered those same thoughts boiling through her mind forty years or more ago. She never wished to give up her independence, never wished to dive into the unsatisfactory, murky, marital waters. Unfortunately, she didn’t learn how to row or swim. That came later when her husband’s demise permitted her to navigate, unencumbered, through the turbulent river of London’s haute ton and seek her own destiny.

	Lydia acquired more than one lover when she became a relatively young, popular, and wealthy widow. Her soul mate, her true love, had been already married with several children when they met and fell in love. His was a marriage of convenience as hers had been. Those two glorious years they spent together evaporated when the Marquess of Tyne succumbed to an unknown malady that took him off this earth within weeks of its onset. Lydia had then packed up her belongings in London and disappeared, retiring to Oxfordshire to mourn him. Alone. Until she was able to face the world again some years later.

	So, she understood what Lilianne Fielding was saying…thinking…and feeling.

	But how could she explain Leathem’s ward’s rebellion to him? She may be able to persuade him to delay the chit’s come out and not push Lilianne into the jaws of London’s Polite Society quite yet. Actually, in her opinion, the girl wasn’t ready. Nor was Lilianne willing. If she had more time, it would help. But she would need some months to tutor his ward properly. She had grown quite fond of the girl after Leathem brought Lilianne to visit. It would be no hardship to keep her here and work with her. She could finish the job by next year’s season. After all, Lilianne was only seventeen, and definitely countrified. Lydia wondered if she ever attended a proper school at all. And she believed it was wrong to force the girl into things for which she wasn’t ready. It would only portend an unhappy future.

	“I will take your wishes under advisement, missy,” Lydia told the girl. “You and Penelope may now join me at luncheon. We will continue our lessons afterward.” With those curt words, Lydia dismissed Lilianne and slowly rolled away in her chair.

	I must write Leathem, ask him not to return his ward to London quite yet. And remind him to look for a suitable wife.

	 

	


Chapter 21

	“YOU look mighty fine, m’lord. Is there a lady you wish to impress t’night?”

	“You’ll know soon enough,” Gavin replied gruffly, straightening his shirt cuffs under his jacket sleeves while answering his valet’s curiosity. “And, Jordan, don’t wait up for me. The ball will run late. Meanwhile you can pack. We leave here tomorrow.”

	“Aye, m’lord. I’ve already packed most everything except your riding clothes.”

	“Good.” Gavin glanced at his pocket watch and saw it was precisely two minutes to ten. He exited his chamber and strolled toward Emily’s room. He expected to acquire a wife within a couple of hours. A lovely and courageous young woman who had intrigued him the moment he met her. Besides, he discovered she had aristocratic forbears on her mother’s side. If she weren’t a true lady, she looked and behaved like one. She was certainly aristocratic enough for him. He offered Emily a business contract, but now he wanted much more from her. She maybe unsophisticated and somewhat naïve, but he couldn’t deny the strong feelings he felt for her. He delighted in her company. Time and again, he tried to bury those persistent emotions—like attraction and love—stirring his psyche. Damnation, he may have fallen in love with her without knowing it. Long ago, he vowed not to become enthralled by another female. But Emily Dancy burrowed beneath his skin. So much so, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Carnal pictures of making love to her everyday crept into his mind.

	Gavin hesitated before Emily’s door. He took a deep breath, easing the tightness in his chest. He would learn her answer tonight. Surely, she wouldn’t refuse him simply because of his “unromantic” proposal. But he would make it up to her later. There would be sweet words she probably wanted to hear as soon as she said yes. He’d show her other ways, too. What began as a farce—a marriage of convenience—would never again be construed as “a business agreement” in his mind.

	* * * *

	While Betsy fussed with Emily’s recalcitrant tresses, her mind this evening had centered on the earl.

	“Miss Emily,” Betsy smiled, tucking the last curl into place at the vanity table, “the earl should be at yer door about now. ’Tis a minute or so before ten o’clock, and ye look all the crack tonight.”

	“Only because of your magic fingers, Betsy.” Emily returned the maid’s smile. “Thank you, again.”

	The maid ducked her head in appreciation of her efforts. “The earl will swallow his tongue when he sees ye in that gown.”

	Emily wanted to dazzle the earl tonight. She saved the ice pink gown she purchased in London for the duke’s final, elaborate ball. It was the loveliest frock she had ever laid her eyes upon. She purchased it knowing she may never have a chance to wear it. Now the lush fabric slid through her fingers, smooth and soft as a kitten’s fur. Tiny, puffed sleeves hung on the edges of her shoulders. The neckline swooped gracefully over the deep décolletage between her breasts. Elaborate, embroidered beadwork sparkled along the gown’s hem.

	Emily ran nervous palms over the fabric, suddenly remembering the earl’s hands and his bruised knuckles, the strong fingers of a man who fought so valiantly to save her from what could have been a murderous attack. Emily inhaled before another moment of stress almost closed her throat. Should she refuse him anything at all after he saved her from her uncle?

	She believed she was now totally free of Eustace, physically and legally, at the exalted age of one and twenty. Her heart fluttered as rapidly as a hummingbirds’ wings beneath her ribs. All of her worries should be wiped away. She was a now well-to-do young woman. No more shopping in second-hand shops. She could employ a fancy modiste, or hire a French milliner to create her bonnets—the kind with lots of fluffy ostrich plumes. Emily smiled to herself. She loved feathers. And any day if she wished, she could browse along Regent and Bond Streets to her heart’s content. Even lease a house with servants of her own if that was what she wanted.

	And she would never again have to seek employment…

	Oh, my goodness, I forgot all about Lilianne! The notion had finally leapt into her head. Launching Lilianne’s come out had been a prime reason the earl asked her to be his countess.

	* * * *

	“My dear girl,” Gavin said, “you look good enough to…I mean…you look exceptionally lovely tonight.” She certainly didn’t look like the governess Gavin hired, but rather a beautiful, sophisticated, ravishing woman.

	The earl almost bit his tongue when he first saw her.

	Bloody hell, you look delicious enough to eat, my dear. I wish to taste every part of you.

	Had he really swallowed air like a callow schoolboy?

	Emily was a vision in pale pink, shimmering satin, her woman’s body exquisitely sculpted by the wickedly deceptive, glamorous ball-gown. When she smiled up at him, her bright, crystal-clear eyes met his, and Leathem felt himself drowning in those blue waters almost immediately. His gaze dropped unconsciously to her bosom. Her smooth, creamy flesh teased the dangerously low neckline; the deep valley between those lush round contours quivered every time she inhaled. A new jab of lust speared his groin. Could she possibly guess the carnal thoughts taunting him?

	“I’m glad you think so, my lord,” Emily murmured, rather coyly.

	Gavin forced himself to subdue his unruly desires. She had all but undone him in by wearing that ball gown. He felt frazzled, his senses sizzling with erotic heat. Not a foregone conclusion, but lust attacked him it seems. He ached to plunder the sweetness behind those rosy lips. But not gently, the way he had before. And he was wild to bury his nose deep in the plush hills and valleys of her nubile body. Emily Dancy had scored deep grooves across his psyche. He never felt quite this way before. Because of it, he wasn’t able to forget her. He yearned to tear off his white evening gloves, bare his fingers and knuckles, and caress each and every soft curl in that elaborate hairdo until her silky tresses, unhampered by hairpins, flowed like dark water over him to sooth his bruises. He wanted to slip the pink satin off her creamy shoulders, and lavish her full breasts with expert kisses, tonguing her nipples until they blossomed, rosy and hard. He’d teach her how to enjoy lovemaking—how to please her—slow and gently—knowing Emily had never yet experienced a man’s full passion.

	God help him, how he wanted her! But even more, he wanted her to want him the same way. His cock twitched behind the skintight, pristine evening breeches when a second thought came to mind.

	What if she turns me down?

	Several possible reasons dawned on him.

	First, he was almost twice her age. It didn’t matter to him, but would it matter to her? He remembered Anthony Kendall. He was her age. She said she had forgotten him. But had she?

	Would she refuse him even though he helped her reconnect with her grandfather?

	And a more very important reason. Emily no longer needed to hire on as anyone’s governess. For him or anyone else. She was well-to-do after getting her generous inheritance. What if she did refuse him, would she remain in London with the Porters? He would have more opportunity to court her there if that happened. Or, she may wish to go back and live in Toynton-under-Hill. Now she could live wherever she wanted, even with her grandfather. The old gent had invited her to stay with him in Lesser Bodem.

	The more Leathem thought about it, the more his offer had sounded like a business contract and not a marriage proposal. She may very well reject him simply because he asked her the wrong way—to help him launch Lilianne’s come out. At the time it had been his only reason. But things changed drastically between them since then, had they not?

	Doubts whirled round in Gavin’s head.

	But by now he should know his own mind—what would make him content. Unfortunately, against his will he had fallen into amour for a slip of a girl half his age. No, that wasn’t completely true. Emily Dancy was lovely to look at, an enticing and enthralling woman who turned out to be very courageous and intelligent as well. A woman a man with any eyes in his head and a sharp mind could easily be entranced by her.

	Dammit! He had discovered a woman he could finally believe in and trust after two long decades. A woman he now knew he truly loved!

	And now he might lose her.

	* * * *

	Gavin held out his elbow and Emily placed her satin-gloved hand on his forearm as they descended the central staircase and walked along a hall to the ballroom. She knew dancing had been going on for more than an hour, because she’d heard music coming from below.

	Leathem looked splendid in black and white evening clothes, as handsome as any knight in shining armor. Masculine and virile, he looked what he had been born to—magnificent and aristocratic. His ebony hair was black and shiny as a raven’s feathers. Slicked back, strands of silver glinted at his temples under the light of hundreds of candles burning in the massive chandeliers overhead. They entered the ballroom, and it was no wonder several women’s eyes followed Leathem as the pair made their way across the parquet floor toward Wilma and Harry.

	“Ah, here you are,” the viscount greeted them heartily, first shaking hands with the earl. Emily and Wilma dipped curtseys as the men bowed. Wilma turned aside to whisper confidentially to Emily. “You were late coming down. I hope everything is well.” A half smile twitched a corner of the viscountess’ mouth. She leaned closer. “Have you given the earl an answer yet?”

	Wilma wanted to know, but Emily whispered, “No.”

	Wilma persisted. “Good heavens, Em, what is stopping you? I thought you decided to agree.”

	“Shush,” Emily responded just as young Lord Witherspoon approached them. He was smiling when he bowed before them. “Good evening, ma’am. Miss Dancy.” The young lord had partnered Wilma in the Treasure Hunt. “I’d be jolly glad if you ladies will allow me to sign your dance cards.” Blond and blue-eyed, and still a youth, Witherspoon was loose-limbed and lanky, a bit taller than both women.

	Wilma shot a glance first at the aristocratic young man, and then at Emily, who smiled back. “Why, I’d be delighted, Lord Witherspoon,” Wilma replied, handing him her card as he duly initialed it. Emily did likewise. The handsome young lord thanked them. They watched him stroll around the dance floor signing more dance cards.

	“He must plan to dance with every lady here tonight,” Willy giggled. “Ahh, what a dashing rake that young fellow will make in another five years.”

	An hour and a half later, Leathem had danced with Emily and with Wilma while Harry did likewise. Later, Emily lost track of the earl. He signed Emily’s card three times—her first dance, the supper dance, and the last waltz of the evening. Three sets! Surely, the duke’s guests were noticing and wondering what was going on. Of course, they had taken notice. The earl hadn’t danced with Emily all week. And Emily knew it was odd to say the least for a man to dance with the same partner thrice in one evening unless she was his fiancée or his wife.

	Her heart began to pitter-pat.

	Wilma and Emily’s dance cards were soon full. The orchestra struck up a waltz for the supper dance—the second waltz of the evening. “I believe this is my dance, Miss Dancy,” Leathem said formally, surprising her when his injured hand slid possessively onto the small of her back. She felt the heat of his palm through his glove as he guided her onto the dance floor.

	Gavin grasped her waist, took her gloved hand loosely into his, and swept her into the gliding steps of the Viennese waltz.

	The earl’s arms felt nothing like any of those with whom she danced earlier this week. Her partners had been young or close to her age. A few others, like Lord Harry, were in their prime like the earl. And Emily knew at once that Gavin was an excellent dancer. The difference was immediate as he held her firmly, his decisive lead whirling her around the floor as he guided her expertly between other twirling couples. Her mouth felt dry. Her breathing fluttered. She bit her lower lip and swallowed. A blush crept up from her chest and warmed her cheeks. She felt as if she were dancing on a cloud.

	The earl’s gaze captured hers as they waltzed, his dark eyes never leaving hers. Tilting her head back, she peered into those mesmerizing eyes. She felt immersed in their dark pupils; the ballroom and its dancing couples faded into a hazy blur. The earl had to be the most devastatingly handsome, kind, and wonderful man in the world. Why hadn’t she realized that before now? It was a heady feeling dancing within his embrace.

	A different, ardent look startled Emily when she met his eyes. The earl tightened his hold on her waist, and her steps faltered. He pulled her closer to steady her. Her breasts brushed intimately against his chest as they whirled across the dance floor. Emily dare not complain, but awareness sizzled along her nerves. She’d never felt so conscious of the earl’s virility as her fingers lay on his broad shoulder in the waltz, the heat, and the crisp, clean smell of him as his gloved fingers gripped her other hand. His palm pressed against her spine, strong and possessively. She wondered silently if his bruised hands still pained him as he twirled her around the ballroom. Emily had waltzed at impromptu dances held during the week, but she never felt quite like this. Not once had the earl asked her to stand up with him. But tonight he initialed her dance card for three sets. Was it because he kept her with him until he knew her answer?

	Gavin lightly stroked the curve between Emily’s thumb and index finger beneath his glove, a subtle caress that had her heart thumping. He saw the pink tip of Emily’s tongue lick across her bottom lip, and another slash of lust sliced through him. Reacting unconsciously, he squeezed her fingers hard.

	“M’lord? Don’t your hands still pain you?” Emily asked. “I felt you wince just now?”

	He wasn’t aware that his grip had tightened. “Not to worry. I’m quite well, my dear.”

	Silently, they danced along the room’s perimeter, until Gavin spoke again. “Have you been enjoying yourself?” His voice was a raw rumble. When she didn’t answer immediately, he prodded her for a response “You didn’t answer me, Emily. Was the duke’s house party not as pleasurable as you expected?”

	As if coming out of a haze, Emily said, “Unh, I’m sorry, my lord. I had a lovely time…a wondrous week, really…it’s been special in so many ways.” She continued, thoughtfully. “You can’t imagine what it meant to me. Never in my life did I ever expect to be a guest here at Wyndemere.”

	“Neither did I,” he said, his lips twisting in a wry smile.

	The waltz music ended, and Gavin placed Emily’s hand on his forearm and led her, not into the supper room where most of the crowd was headed, but through the French doors and out to the balcony. Emily’s breathing faltered. Was it time for her to make her decision known?

	She knew the rules of polite behavior, sprinkled with country manners and the etiquette her mother taught her, but she still wondered if she would fail the earl. Embarrass him if they wed. Worry plagued her like a sore toe aggravated by a tight shoe. Trepidation wove through her. What if London’s ton discovered she had a few noble ancestors, but none with a long history? She may never meet their lofty standards. Willy promised her she would be fine, but she didn’t feel fine. She felt…fretful…uncomfortable…and concerned.

	A second major hurdle had hit her hard. What kind of marriage would it be if it started as a business agreement? She dreamt of marriage and children, but she wanted one like her parents shared. They had ups and downs, but their feelings for each other never wavered. If marrying was the sole reason the earl wanted for helping Lilianne to make her come out, she didn’t think she could bear it.

	Unfortunately, she had fallen in love with the earl. Her feelings for him changed drastically after she returned to Surrey with him. Leathem was different from any man she knew. A man like Anthony Kendall, who was her age, handsome, and quite charming, and someone whom she learned was a rank coward, was nothing like the earl who fought so valiantly to save her from getting mauled by her uncle.

	As they stepped into the cool night air on the balcony, Gavin led Emily away from the French doors. “Our presence here tonight seems a bit like déjà vu,” he said, quietly. “Was it only last week I discovered you on this dark balcony? I had no idea it was Lilianne’s governess hiding in the shadows.”

	“I couldn’t believe it either, my lord,” Emily murmured. Then, because she was nervous, she giggled. “I was so embarrassed out here trying not to sneeze.”

	“Now stop lording me, Emily,” he chided her again firmly. “Saying Gavin is much better.”

	“Sorry.” She exhaled. “I must try to remember.” She repeated teasingly, “Gavin—Gavin—mmm…Gavin.”

	“Ah…yes.” He chuckled with her, his male laughter genuine, deep, and low. “I like hearing you say my name.”

	“Oh…well…”

	The moon slid from behind a thin layer of clouds, lighting up the balcony’s dark corners enough for them to see clearly. His eyes pierced intensely at Emily when the earl stood very close and bent toward her.

	Emily tilted her head to one side. “Have you ever wondered what keeps the stars up in the sky?” she asked rhetorically, moving a bit away from him, and staring up at the star-studded night. “I often wonder about it myself.”

	Gavin smiled, his gaze softening as he focused on Emily’s upturned face. “Not all of the stars stay there. Some fall to earth and shatter. Have you ever seen a shooting star?”

	Her arched brows lifted in question. “Goodness, no. Have you?”

	“Yes. A few times during my life so far.” Gavin’s dark eyes reflected light from the moon. He now bent and brushed his lips across Emily’s, slowly and gently.

	The moment the earl’s mouth touched hers, he knew he was in deep trouble. Her lips were as warm and soft as silk. He remembered how sweet they tasted. He was surprised Emily didn’t stop him. When she didn’t, he slid his gloves along her bare arms and deftly pulled her into a full embrace. Grasping her chin between his thumb and finger, his mouth dipped low in a new kind of kiss, one more passionate. Gavin was powerless to stop his tongue from sliding between her parted lips. She reacted with surprise at first, but then she sighed softly. Did he shock her? Probably because of her girlish innocence and lack of experience, but he cradled her head in his palms and took his time, and kissed her again, this time more slowly, devouring her mouth, long, and deep.

	His arms drew her even closer. Emily’s eyelids closed as she melted into his embrace. He licked the tip of his tongue along the seam of her mouth, and she willingly opened for him. Gavin seized an opportunity a second time to plunder her sweetness.

	Leathem skimmed his lips along the bare skin of Emily’s neck—skin as silky smooth as the pink satin enfolding her creamy shoulders. He was instantaneously hard, and his cock craved fulfillment. He leaned away from her briefly, before kissing her again. A swift tide of male lust had returned to swamp his senses with powerful carnality. Heat throbbed through him like plucking mandolin strings. Only his ability to maintain his hereditary honor kept him from seeking a place he could sink his thick cock deep and long inside her for as long as it took to satisfy them both. He sucked in a reluctant breath, and abruptly released her. He hadn’t meant to kiss her that passionately or that often, but when their lips met, something inside him exploded. He was hard, and unable to stop kissing her. Of course, he wanted to do more than kiss her. She tasted so sweet, fresh, and new, her pillowy breasts pliant and lush pressed against him. Staring down at her in the moonlight, her lips were damp from his kisses. It pained him like hell not to yank her back into his arms and devour her essence all over again. He knew, however, he must cease and desist. She was not one of his normal bed partners; Emily was untouched by carnal experience. He offered her a marriage bargain for all the wrong reasons, but he still couldn’t forget the hot flush of desire boiling through him at this very moment.

	* * * *

	Tangling tongues felt utterly strange but exciting, and Emily was not repulsed by the earl’s new ardent kisses. Instead, she wallowed in the new sensations.

	Unexpectedly she had wrapped her arms around Gavin’s neck, clinging to his broad shoulders for an uninhibited kiss she initiated on her own.

	Her knees wobbled. She trembled anew when wonderful feelings crashed through her. The last time she felt so safe and cared for was ages ago when her parents were alive. Not until the earl lunged at her uncle in Grafton’s office, his pounding fists knocking Eustace to the floor, and allowing her to breathe freely again. The earl had comforted her tenderly afterward. She felt safe and unafraid then, his hard, masculinity pressing against her curves. How extraordinarily tender and sensuous his lips felt when they caressed her, she was ready to remain in his arms forever.

	If only…

	Emily hung onto Gavin, stunned by the strong feelings assaulting her untutored sensibilities. He had kissed her before, but never like this. His arms seemed forged of iron, surrounding her with his strength. Passion sizzled like a lit fuse along her nerves. A fierce ache burned like wildfire on a direct path to her woman’s center. This worldly man’s kisses branded them permanently on her psyche.

	Emily went limp in the earl’s arms.

	“Are you all right?” Gavin whispered, his breath brushing over her ear as he held her away from him, gazing down at her.

	“I-I think so,” she murmured, finally drawing in a full breath. She met the concerned expression in the earl’s ebony eyes.

	“It was only a kiss or two, Emily,” he said, a corner of his lips turning up in a smile. “I hope I didn’t frighten you when I kissed you, I mean?”

	“It’s…no, of course, not. It was only that you startled me is all,” she gulped. The earl’s kisses had curled toes inside her dancing slippers. Emily’s heart ricocheted from side to side in her chest.

	It wasn’t just a kiss, either. It felt like a good deal more. She hadn’t given him an answer. Good! She still had time.

	“If I did frighten you, Emily, forgive me.”

	“Err…my lord, I believe Wilma will be looking for me…for us, I mean.” Her voice steadied as she cleared her throat. She spoke a little louder. “We are supposed to meet the Porters at supper.”

	“Yes, of course. You are quite correct.”

	His cock was thick as a tree branch against his breeches. He needed to stay where he was on the balcony for a few moments. “Err…go in to supper, Emily. I’ll…umm…join you shortly.”

	He was in no condition to be seen in public until his body part calmed down.

	“Oh, there you are!” Wilma called out seeing Emily enter the supper room. She waved her toward the table Harry had saved for the four of them. “Where is Leathem?” she asked. “I thought he was with you.”

	“He’ll be here in a moment,” Emily said as Harry pulled out a chair for her.

	Harry greeted the earl a few minutes later when Gavin made it to their table.

	“Shall I fix you a plate?” the earl asked Emily.

	“Oh, please do. Thank you,” she said, folding her hands in her lap.

	“I say, Leathem, hold on,” Harry said. “I’ll go with you. M’wife wants some more of those crab pasties she likes.”

	The pair of noblemen strode side by side to buffet tables laden with banquet fare—soup tureens, huge silver platters of braised vegetables, meat patties, lobster and crab patties, creamed oysters, boats of thick, brown gravy and other spicy sauces, braised beef and baked ham, roast capons and duck—all were elegant fare for the Carlisles’ spectacular midnight supper. Centered on one table sat a magnificent ice sculpture of a rearing horse surrounded on its base with a ring of colorful blossoms. Servants must have plucked a magnificent variety of blooms from the duke and duchess’s huge, glass enclosed conservatory to do so.

	A small army of liveried servants stood ready to dispense food as the house guests chatted and meandered along the buffet tables. Footmen weaved amongst tables, refilling glasses with bubbling champagne. The two nobles chatted in the buffet line while Emily and Wilma bent their heads together and whispered.

	“Where were you, Em? We wondered,” Wilma queried in a stage whisper.

	“The earl wanted a breath of air before coming into supper.”

	“Oh? And what did you talk about while you were out on the balcony?”

	“We…scarcely spoke at all.” Emily quickly changed the topic. “Do you mind if I ask you something personal, Willy?”

	“I s’pose not. At least until I hear what it is.”

	“Well, what I wish to ask is…how do you feel…when Lord Harry kisses you?”

	“Emmie! Such a question!” Wilma’s eyebrows arched. But then, she smiled coyly. “Umm, I must say that my Harry’s kisses are quite stirring, you silly baggage! His lips are soft and warm. And they feel…heavenly pressing on mine.” Quickly, Wilma countered sharply with a question of her own. “Why do you ask?” Her eyebrows curved up again. “Oh, come on! You have to tell me! Did the earl kiss you while you were on the balcony?” Wilma’s eyes sparked with avid curiosity.

	“He did,” Emily responded.

	“And?” Wilma’s expression was eager as she waited, eyes glued on her friend’s face. When Emily didn’t answer quickly enough, Wilma persisted. “So—did you agree to his offer?”

	Emily shook her head, rather forcibly. “No. I’m still thinking about it.”

	“You mean he kissed you, and you didn’t agree?” Wilma groaned loud enough to be heard by a group at the next table whose heads turned to listen. “Oh, Em-ily, why not? I thought for certain the earl’s kisses would be expert enough to turn the tables.”

	Emily said, “Perhaps, they are, but I cannot compare since I’ve never been kissed before. And…Willy, yes, I like him. A lot. It’s just…well, I just don’t want to agree simply because I must.” Emily blinked hard and looked away, her gaze peering at the earl and Lord Harry who were standing at the buffet tables.

	“I never dreamt I’d hear a marriage proposal from Leathem. But it’s a business agreement, Wilma. Nothing like your proposal from Lord Harry. But do you understand why I’m not sure if I should agree? And, by the same token, how can I not agree after he saved me from my uncle?”

	Wilma was about to bring up other reasons when Emily shushed her. “Don’t you dare say what I just told you, Willy! Please!”

	Just then, the men returned carrying full plates. Soon supper ended, and the orchestra was heard tuning their instruments for more dancing as guests strolled back into the ballroom.

	Wilma and Emily excused themselves to the ladies’ withdrawing room. The place was empty. There Wilma turned and hugged Emily. “Emmie, dear, I so want you to be happy. As happy as I am. I have my fingers crossed that you’d say yes to the earl, but I’ll say no more. I’m simply hoping you’ll make a wise choice.”

	* * * *

	Meanwhile, outside on the balcony, Harry lit a cigar, puffing on it contentedly as the two men waited for the women to rejoin them. “M’wife wanted to visit m’in-laws and her sister while we were in Surrey, but we learned they’re in Scotland. Ever been there, Leathem?”

	Leathem pursed his lips around his cheroot and blew a perfect smoke ring. “Never. Someday, perhaps. What about you, Porter?”

	“Don’t expect to. ‘Nuff things right here to do in jolly old England,” the viscount said, gazing over the park’s shadowy woods and fields stretching beyond the castle’s walls. “I say, Leathem, while I think on it. M’wife and me are staying in Town for the Season. I hope to see you at some of those bloody affairs after we leave here.”

	“Perhaps,” Gavin responded, dodging a definite ‘yes’.

	“I didn’t see you at the club these past weeks,” Lord Harry muttered. “Hate to lose touch with m’friends, y’know.”

	While they puffed at their cigars, Gavin’s mind wandered. He responded only half-heartedly when the viscount discoursed on London’s current happenings. He leaned his backside against the balustrade and blew several more perfect smoke rings. The lust that hardened his cock earlier still felt somewhat uncomfortable as he mused silently. He had managed to dodged commitment for two decades, mostly by frequenting the demimonde. Not once did he risk his heart. Now, less than a week ago, he had offered young Emily Dancy a marriage bargain. He never thought to tumble headlong into love. Surely, it must to be a simple case of lust—and needing to be satisfied. Was it not? Love was something he vowed to avoid to keep his heart safe and unscathed. Yet feelings more than untamed desire burned wildly inside him when he kissed Emily. Those urges had been so intense that they nearly overwhelmed his noble intentions. But then, he had reminded himself that love was not the same thing as lust. He learned that bitter lesson during his first go-round with marriage. Giving one’s heart away was a sure way to end up in hell.

	What if he made another stab at it though? What if he tossed his heart up for grabs? Would Emily catch it like a wedding bouquet?

	* * * *

	Wilma located the men waiting on the balcony. “I left Emily with young Witherspoon,” she said, adding a chuckle. “He claimed her for his final set. The orchestra just struck up a lively country reel. A waltz should end Carlisle’s ball.”

	Wilma stood between the men gazing into the night sky. “Oh, it has been a grand and exciting week, has it not?” She queried both of them, although her words were meant mainly for the earl. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, Leathem, but I am curious about something. What did you think when you arrived here and saw your ward’s governess at Carlisle’s party?”

	She didn’t wait to hear his immediate answer, but went on. “You know, my good friend, Emily, had never been far from our village. Not until her uncle dragged her to London after both of her parents died. She and I may never have met again if we hadn’t bumped against to each other on Regent Street. I am so very glad that fate had something to do with it.” Wilma tapped the earl’s arm lightly with her folded fan. “And I’m rather glad, too, that you allowed her to come with us to the duke’s festivities. I sincerely hope, Leathem, that we shall continue our friendship. The ton is so pesky about such things.”

	“To answer your question, Lady Wilma, I was astounded to see your friend here. But it allowed me a deeper acquaintanceship with Miss Dancy. A new level of knowledge growing between us since London. I learned Miss Dancy…Emily…is quite an extraordinary young lady.” Leathem met Wilma’s eyes directly. “She may no longer be my ward’s governess when we return to London.”

	Did Emily discuss my marriage offer with the viscountess, I wonder?

	“Oh, I hope, Leathem, you don’t sack her for showing up at the house party!” Wilma smirked.

	“No, of course, I certainly did not,” Gavin responded with a humorous twitch of his lips. “Miss Dancy attempted to leave her post with me before, primarily because of her uncle’s criminal behavior and incarceration. But I didn’t permit her to resign even then.”

	“Has she told you she will leave her position now, as your ward’s governess?”

	“No, but your and Porter’s friendship will never be a problem for Emily, Lady Wilma. Miss Dancy, has…a new family history. I imagine she told you that she inherited a tidy sum from her aristocratic grandmother.”

	I wonder if Wilma suspects what is to be decided tonight. Probably. The two are like two peas in a pod.

	Wilma smiled. “Yes. She told me. And I knew Emily’s mother, Grace Dancy. She was quite beautiful and brought up to be a lady. I believe she married for love, not status, because John Dancy was a tradesman.” She chuckled. “Yes, Emily is no longer penniless, and her grandfather, Squire Henry Morrow, can ascertain her status, if need be, in England’s hierarchy.”

	The earl responded with another tiny smile. “Your friend inherited her beauty from her mother. But she inherited her courage as well. And I need not tell you that if she hasn’t informed you, just what she went through with Eustace Dancy.”

	“Yes, my lord, she did. Harry and I can scarcely believe all of what happened to her. And, she explained how you saved her from a horrible mauling because of her beast of an uncle. We can only express our sincere thanks, Leathem, because, you see, Emily is quite special to both Harry and me.”

	Leathem bowed slightly and replied, “I agree with you both completely. Emily is special.”

	And I promise to keep her safe and happy when she agrees to be my wife.

	The orchestra ended the country dance, and Wilma grabbed Harry’s arm for the final waltz. Gavin followed them off the balcony to the ballroom. Emily spotted the trio coming through the French doors and asked young Witherspoon to escort her over to them. He bowed, and thanked Emily politely for sharing the dance. “It was my pleasure, sir,” she said, dipping a quick curtsy to the lanky peer.

	Turning to the Porters and Leathem, Emily fluttered a fan before her face. “I must say, that young man is certainly a robust dancer.” Emily laughed as the young lord walked off. “He has left me quite out of breath.”

	It was at that moment that members of the orchestra laid their instruments down, and the Duke and Duchess of Carlisle mounted the few steps to the raised dais and turned to face their house guests. The duke raised his hands to quiet the noisy hubbub from the ballroom floor.

	“Ladies and gentleman,” he said with a wide smile. “All my good friends, I hope you all enjoyed your stay with us this week.”

	Polite applause flickered across the elegant room.

	“It was our genuine pleasure to have you here with us." He darted a sidewise glance at his wife, the duchess. "We are both hopeful to meet you again very soon, in London, during the upcoming Season.”

	More applause.

	“Meanwhile…” The duke paused and glanced back briefly at the orchestra. “It is time for the last waltz this evening. But first, I wish you all a goodnight, and God Bless England, our great monarch, and his royal family. And, of course, I wish you all a safe journey home when you leave us.” The duke smiled and again turned to his duchess. “I will now lead my lady into the waltz with the rest of you. Shall we, my dear?” Finishing his brief farewell speech, the aging duke led his duchess onto the ballroom’s floor.

	Emily barely had time to breathe after romping about the ballroom with Lord Witherspoon. It took a minute for Emily’s heartbeat to settle as she fanned her heated cheeks. The earl’s bold initials were inscribed on her dance card as well as on her mind. The waltz music began almost immediately. Couples were already dancing.

	“Shall we, m’dear?” Harry asked, leading Wilma onto the crowded floor.

	“My lord…” Emily began, hoping for another postponement.

	“It’s Gavin, remember?” the earl whispered as he took her elbow and guided her into the waltz. Decision time was upon them. Gavin felt himself sweating. He dreamt last night of making love to Emily—lying beneath him, warm, eager, and willing. And he came close to losing control even tonight when he kissed her passionately on the balcony. Yes, it was lust…but it felt much more than that. During the past week Emily Dancy had become very important to him. Not because she might help to launch Lilianne’s come out, but because when he was with her, she made him feel young and carefree again. At first he envisioned a dull marriage of convenience. Now he realized his marriage to Emily would be anything but dull, convenient, or businesslike.

	It stunned him how very much he wanted this woman in his life. He hoped tonight to say the words that would open the key to her heart. He wanted to be with her, watching her smile, hearing her girlish giggles. And he wanted her in his bed each and every night, warm and willing, and when he awoke each morning. Young, sweet, courageous and welcoming—Emily—his countess. He had tried to banish the powerful, erotic visions his mind presented him with, but he was obsessed by a potent stream of desire rushing through him each day. He couldn’t let her go.

	“Is something wrong?” Emily asked, noticing an odd movement of his head as they waltzed. “Did I tromp on your toes?”

	“No. No, of course not. I was just…I’m…well, I’m anxious to hear what you have to tell me, that’s all.”

	Yes, of course, he would be…and I don’t blame him. Gavin’s words reached her ears as he spun her into another twirling turn and danced her out through the French doors for a second time tonight. Her heart pounded like a kettle drum as she inhaled a breath of the night’s cool air.

	“Tell me you won’t hedge, Emily. You promised to tell me what I wish to hear. Will you or will you not agree to my proposal?”

	She drew in a short breath and swallowed when Gavin halted them on the balcony. “What other answer can there be, my lord? Since I promised to help with Lilianne’s come out.”

	Gavin’s forehead wrinkled. “That wasn’t what I asked you, Emily. Marrying me is part of the bargain.”

	She stuttered a bit before continuing. “My lord…Leathem, Gavin. Please forgive me. So much has happened during the past few days that I haven’t had time enough to be certain what I should do…”

	“Have you decided not to wed me?”

	“I haven’t decided anything. Oh, goodness gracious, my lord, must I tell you right this minute—one way or the other?” Emily winced. “I’m dreadfully sorry. I hoped your aunt would sponsor Lilianne, but if you want me to stay on, I will do what I can to help.” She took another deep breath. “But I am worried about our…marriage bargain. I’m not sure I can live with its terms. I wish to consider it from a different prospective.” She blinked rapidly. “Perhaps I’ll visit my grandfather again before I decide."

	No! I won’t let you go!

	“Emily, my aunt won’t do as a sponsor. She’s tied to a rolling chair and can’t make calls or attend the ton’s usual elegant doings in order to sponsor her. And Lilianne must be out and about to attract husband material. I can escort her to some festivities, yes, but with my countess at my side, too, it will greatly enhance her consequence.”

	“I understand that, but…”

	The earl frowned, his expression unfavorable. “Stop, right there.” He raised his hands, palms out, to quell her next response. “First, hear me out.”

	Gavin captured Emily’s gloved hands, peering down at her with unswerving intensity. “Something tells me I should not let you go, or I will rue the day.” A corner of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “I believe you and I are already friends, but if I promise to spend more time with you and Lilianne when we return to London, will it help?”

	Finally, Emily nodded, but slowly. Her gaze never left Leathem’s face. His disappointment was obvious when she dodged answering now and asked for her decision to wait a bit longer. Aristocratic arrogance altered Leathem’s countenance, but she noted flames of desire still burning in his dark eyes. So, she listened attentively to what else he had to say.

	“Ask me what concerns or worries you have about our bargain, and I swear I shall answer them as best I can, my dear. And…however it plays out, yes, I can wait a bit longer to hear your answer.” The earl squeezed Emily’s fingers almost painfully. “Tell me you didn’t make up your mind against me.”

	Emily tilted her head to the side, studying his face—his handsome, chiseled countenance. He requested another chance to win her compliance. She knew the earl would never beg. It had never been his personality to do so. But what he said just now opened her mind and heart to some wishful thinking. Perhaps, there was yet a happy and satisfactory future ahead for them.

	“No, I have not…”

	“Then don’t turn me down flat. I promise to keep my word.”

	That was all she could ask for.

	Gavin escorted Emily inside from the balcony after the final waltz. Many of Carlisle’s guests had already deserted the ballroom. Most would leave in the morning, returning to their estates or possibly to London for the upcoming Season. With a brief ‘goodnight’ to Emily and the Porters, the earl excused himself and strolled back outside to puff on a last cheroot. He stood there silently musing about his unsatisfactory conversation with Emily although she had agreed to accompany him to Oxfordshire. They would collect Lilianne and her maid there and return to Fielding House in Mayfair.

	* * * *

	Saying goodnight to the Porters, Emily entered her room and stood gazing out a window at the star-studded sky. She knew the earl wasn’t happy hearing her answer. She had watched disappointment flash in his dark eyes. But she hadn’t refused not to wed him. Even though she believed she had fallen in love with the man who taught her senses to quiver with delightful anticipation, Leathem never told her what he felt, spoke no love words, no loving sentiments that she could clasp tight to her chest. Her mother once cautioned her never to give her heart away too soon. But how could she not after what he did for her in Kent?

	Emily had much to think about. She spun away from the moonlit window when Betsy tapped on her door and ducked inside. “I packed your things whilst you was at the ball, Miss Emily. I’ll finish the rest t’morrow when we’re ready to leave.”

	“Betsy, I can undress myself if you will undo the back of my gown. I’m wide awake and I won’t fall sleep yet. And I want you to know that I’ll be leaving with the earl tomorrow and not with you and the Porters,” Emily said without any explanation. “So, go to bed now, Betsy, but be sure to wake me no later than eight o’clock, hmm? Leathem wants to leave early, and I want to be ready to go with him. I’ll speak with Lady Wilma in the morning about my change in plans when I see her.”

	“Aye, then. G’night and sleep well, Miss Emily.” The sleepy-eyed maid left and shut the door to the hall. Soon a second tap sounded this time, on the portal between the two bedchambers. Of course, it was Wilma. “Are you still awake, Emmie? May I come in?”

	“Yes, do come in.” Emily turned toward Wilma who had already donned nightclothes. “Tell me quickly before I burst my seams. What happened with you and Leathem? What did he say? Did you agree to his proposal?”

	“Oh, Willy, I’m such a ninny. When he danced me onto the balcony again, I still hadn’t decided. I promised I’d tell him after the last waltz. Oh dear, I felt dreadful being so wishy-washy.” Emily’s worried eyes met her friend’s eager ones but she sniffed, and said in a shaky voice, “No, Willy. I didn’t agree to wed him. What I told him was that I would return to London with him and Lilianne for the remainder of the Season.”

	Wilma’s arched eyebrows rose high on her forehead wrinkled by disappointment.

	Emily lifted a hand, not letting Wilma argue. “I’ll leave here with him tomorrow. We’re going first to Oxfordshire to pick up Lilianne. I stay with her until she is presented to the Queen.”

	Still frowning sulkily, Wilma lowered her backside onto a cushioned chair. “I don’t like what you just told me, Em.”

	Blandly, Emily said nothing as she gazed at her friend.

	“Oh, drat! Never mind,” Wilma grumped out with an exasperated mutter. “At least tell me what else Leathem had to say? I imagined he may be angry when you turned him down—”

	Emily interrupted. “No, Wilma, he was not angry. I explained to him that I needed more time. But he did look…a little perturbed.”

	“And?”

	“We talked some more. Briefly. I said I would think about it a bit further, and I left it at that.”

	“And what else?”

	“Oh, Willy!” Emily sighed deeply. “Maybe I was terribly foolish, because…I think I may be falling in love with him. I may even have done so already. But—”

	“But what?”

	“I don’t believe Leathem is in love with me, Willy. Fond of me, perhaps. But no more than that.”

	“Who says he isn’t?” Wilma demanded. “He kissed you! That had to mean something. Whether it’s love or lust, he feels something for you, Emmie. He changed his mind about you when you turned up at the duke’s party. It’s only my humble opinion, but I don’t think Leathem knows what he is feeling right now. He may even deny what he feels. But he did steal a kiss or two from you, am I right?”

	“Yes, but, Willy, I am not good enough to be his countess!”

	“Oh, Emmie, shush up! That’s not true! Your grandmother and your mother were born to be ladies. And you are as much a lady as they were, so don’t forget that.”

	Wilma grabbed her friend’s hands. Her tone was stern when she continued. “I was a country squire’s daughter, remember. And Harry Porter was a London dandy. A viscount, a peer. But he chose me, Em. Think about it. Squire Morrow is your grandfather. He’s the same rank as my father. And your grandmother came from an aristocratic family history. Oh, Em, believe me, my dear, you’ll do fine.”

	“Wil—ma!”

	“Harry didn’t love me when we said our vows. I didn’t love him, either. Our parents arranged our marriage. But after our wedding night…well, umm, things changed rather quickly.” Wilma’s cheeks bloomed with a noticeably deep shade of pink.

	“I love my Harry so much now that I don’t know what I’d do without him.” Wilma passed a palm lightly over her abdomen. “He’s so very sweet and kind, Em.” She giggled. “Besides…he’s lots of fun in bed." Wilma winked. "And he spoils me dreadfully. I couldn’t have married a more satisfactory lover and husband, Emmie. Now, I want you to tell me. Are you in love with the earl?”

	“Leathem will always be my hero…no matter what. But…yes, I think I am.”

	“Then for heaven’s sake, Em, don’t let him go. Hang onto him. Listen to me, dear friend, sometimes we females must take the bit in our teeth, or the men we love will never know what they’re missing.” Wilma chuckled. “Find more opportunities for him to kiss you, Em. It may be the turning point in your relationship with Leathem. Or better yet, maybe…you should kiss him. If you do, he’ll probably give up and do anything you want.” Wilma giggled. “Let him dangle after you.”

	“Good heavens, Willy!” Emily joined in with the viscountess’ giggling. “I never knew you were so naughty!”

	“I was naughty, and that’s how I snared Harry!”

	 

	


Chapter 22

	EMILY was dressed for travel when Wilma stuck her head over the threshold. “You’re awake early, Em.”

	“I couldn’t sleep,” Emily replied.

	“Harry went below to make his farewells. I asked Betsy to order us a pot of hot chocolate and some cinnamon buns. I see she’s already brought a tray up. We can break our fast here before we leave.”

	“I’m famished. I didn’t eat much at midnight supper.” Emily grabbed the pot and filled two china cups with steaming chocolate. The women sipped at their breakfast, nibbling at a cinnamon bun before settling back to chat.

	Wilma smiled. “I went over what we talked about last night. Leathem will need a carriage if you are to accompany him to Oxfordshire. He arrived on horseback, but his valet came from London in one of his vehicles. So—I asked Harry to offer Gavin’s valet a ride into town with us. Leathem can use his current carriage if he wishes us to oblige him.”

	Wilma took a short breath and asked, “Are you all set to travel this morning?”

	“Yes. I’m packed and ready to leave.”

	Wilma chewed on a fingernail. “I wonder if Leathem is going to travel on horseback all the way to Oxfordshire. Maybe he’ll tie his horse on the back and sit inside with you. Will you be lonesome riding by yourself?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous, Willy. I didn’t sleep well last night, so I will probably doze the entire way.”

	“I s’pose you had plenty things to keep you awake, hmm? But if the earl rides inside with you, Em, it’s an excellent way for you two to get better acquainted. If you know what I mean.”

	Emily saw the mischievous twinkle in Wilma’s eyes.

	Wilma asked another silly question. “Maybe you want Betsy to go with you? Do you?”

	“Of course not, silly. You’re increasing, Willy, and you’ll need Betsy to help you. Besides, I don’t need a chaperone. I am basically Leathem’s employee. He hasn’t sacked me, nor have I resigned. And I am quite capable of taking care of myself.”

	Waiting for Emily to appear, Gavin had made his farewells to the Duke and Duchess and other guests he knew from London. He joined Jordan and his driver in front of Wyndemere’s entrance to discuss the best carriage route to his aunt’s estate. The three men turned when Emily and the Porters descended the wide front steps.

	Gavin’s valet stood aside as Harry shook hands with the earl. Leathem bobbed his head toward Wilma and Emily. “You’re on your way, I see.” It’s clear weather for traveling.” Harry then turned to speak to Jordan. “Better hop into our second coach. M’wife’s maid and m’valet are both inside and ready to leave.” Harry continued, “We wanted to make sure Miss Dancy got off with you, Leathem.” He grinned. “Take good care her. She’s m’wife’s bosom bow, you know.”

	“Depend upon it, Porter. This carriage isn’t as well-sprung as the traveling coach I left at my aunt’s, but it will have to do for now.” Gavin glanced over at his restive stallion. It was saddled and held by one of the duke’s grooms.

	Wilma hugged Emily, whispering more advice in her ear. “Remember what I said, Em. Ask the earl to ride inside with you if he doesn’t do so. Make up something if you must. Tell him you’re bored silly cooped up in the carriage with nobody to converse with. Or whatever. And don’t forget as soon as you’re back in London, I wish to know everything.”

	“I propose we get on our way.” Gavin nodded to the Porters, and held out a leather gloved hand to Emily. “Allow me help you inside, Miss Dancy. I’ll be riding alongside the carriage for now.”

	* * * *

	They left Surrey at ten that morning, and it was now past one o’clock. Emily, indeed, had dozed. Jostled by England’s unpaved, secondary roads when riding in a less than well-sprung carriage, she managed to do so. She finally woke, and thought, Heavens, how long is Leathem going to leave me in here alone? By then, I will be talking to myself or repeating multiplication tables!

	When they halted at a coaching inn later to rest the horses, inside Gavin ordered a private parlor, two beef pies, a large loaf of bread and butter, a wedge of cheese, and a bottle of wine.

	“I had no idea this will be such a long trip,” Emily said when they sat down to eat. “Where precisely are we going?”

	The earl pulled out a folded map from an inside pocket, and showed her where they had been in Surrey, and where they were now going.

	“Perhaps I should have gone to London with the Porters. They could have dropped me off at Fielding House, and I could have waited there for you and Lilianne.”

	“You could have, but I wished to spend more time with you.”

	“Riding alongside the carriage?” Her brow pinched, her words sounding slightly caustic.

	“Would you prefer that I ride inside with you?”

	“Of course, I would. Inside we…can talk.”

	“May I ask what it is that you wish to discuss?”

	“I’m not absolutely certain, but there must be something we can discuss to take up the time. Or even amuse us?”

	“Very well. I’ll tie Pegasus to the rear and ride inside with you for a few hours.” I can think of a number of things to keep me amused.

	“What then, my lord?’

	“You are to use my given name, remember?”

	“Sorry. I forgot.”

	“I don’t think so. I think, other than what you inherited, you have a tiny stubborn streak. Or are you’re just trying to be…pesky? And if so, it seems rather childish of you.”

	“Oh? Is that what you think I am? Pesky? Or childish?" Emily retorted, her tone now brusque. “Am I being silly and childish even though I learned recently I turned one and twenty?”

	Gavin reached over and grabbed Emily’s bare hand where it lay on the table. She had taken offense from his words, so he thought it best to beg her forgiveness. “I never thought of you as silly or a child. When I look at you, Emily, I know what I see—who you are—and where you belong. Someone quite lovely and worthy to be any man’s countess.” He squeezed her fingers.

	The girl who walked into his Mayfair home looking for employment was now radically different. Nor was she the same person he met at the duke’s party.

	A total new woman sat across from him.

	Emily Dancy morphed into a lovely, confident, delightfully mature lady who no longer worked for wages. Yet she promised to stay on as Lilianne’s governess for the Season before leaving him.

	She would fit nicely into his scheme of things, but he had to make her believe so she’d marry him and stay with him as his wife.

	Odd sensations rippled along Emily’s skin.

	Leathem rose and pulled her chair back, assisting her up from the table. “If you wish my company in the carriage, I shall accompany you when we drive on."

	Emily nodded, aware he hadn’t let go of her hand. She didn’t pull away. He smiled as he tucked her hand in the bend of his elbow and led her to the cumbersome vehicle waiting outside.

	The next four hours inside the carriage were a bit uncomfortable. Conversation was spotty, although Emily tried to keep her responses lively, even witty, bantering with the earl. Other times she stared out the window, silently, her mind a blank, watching acres of grassy fields and dense, leafy woods rumble past the carriage.

	She felt the earl staring at her at times. It made her skin prickle as she rummaged through her brain for topics of conversation to share with him.

	“I told you about my life in Toynton-under-Hill. What else do you wish to know about me?”

	“You never said how you lived in London with your uncle. Did he abuse you?”

	His question both shocked and puzzled her. Emily’s thoughts fell back to the miserable eighteen months she spent with Eustace.

	Yes, he abused me! Not physically, but I was sure he would someday if I didn’t do what he wanted—and do it more quickly.

	“Eustace n-never struck me. But he s-shouted at me often enough. And cursed me. And…t-threatened to do other nasty things. He often invited his awful friends to his rooms. They scared m-me almost as much as he did.”

	“Go slow, Emily. Take your time,” Gavin prompted, softly. “Were they Eustace’s criminal accomplices?”

	“I suppose so, but I don’t know for certain. Mostly, they came to gamble.”

	“I see. And what did they discuss or do while they were there?”

	She remembered one of the men had squeezed her backside when her uncle demanded that she pour their drinks. The man with the badly scarred cheek leered at her, even dropping a penny in her apron’s pocket.

	“My uncle told me not to speak to them.”

	“It may have been his way of keeping them from doing improper things.”

	“Well…yes. Eustace did warn them not to bother me.” Emily’s lips curled, and she drew in a slow breath. “Another thing he told them was—If ye want the milk, ye’d best buy the cow.”

	“Damnation!” Gavin growled under his breath. “Did you know what Dancy was hinting at?”

	Emily swallowed a troubled breath. “I think so, because just before I sneaked off, m-my uncle lost heavily at cards. That’s when I wondered if he might…well…offer me…as payment.” Emily glanced up at the earl’s frowning countenance. “I knew then that I had to get away.”

	“The bloody bastard,” Gavin muttered fiercely. “If I’d known, I would have done more than give him the meager punishment I meted out to him in Grafton’s office.”

	Emily hurried on. “It’s possible I was mistaken, because later I overheard him say that he was expecting funds soon. Then he could pay what he owed.” She paused for breath. “I think he meant my inheritance. But he could have had a different scheme up his sleeve.”

	Emily’s face crumpled after she finished speaking. Her eyes were awash with salty tears. “Why did he hate me so? I-I couldn’t sleep or eat I was so terrified.”

	Gavin shifted from the carriage seat where he sat facing her to sit beside her. He wrapped an arm around her slender shoulders to comfort her. “I suspect you’ll never know, my dear, but you don’t ever have to see him again. Not ever. Trust me on that, Emily.” He leaned down and whispered soothing words in her ear.

	“Arghh, my lord,” she moaned, her cheeks slick with tears. “Forgive me. I am not usually such a watering pot. I-I’m dreadfully sorry, but it—”

	“Emily…Emily, be quiet. Rest your head against my shoulder. You’ve been so damned courageous through everything. Allow me to comfort you.”

	Emily sniffled, wiping her tears away as best she could with her fingertips. Leathem’s long arm curved tight around her, pulling her closer. Again, she felt safe. Like when he’d kissed her on the duke’s balcony. Except that time, it was a different kind of kiss, one that was new and exciting. She never told Wilma, but she desperately wanted the earl to kiss her again. She crossed her fingers and prayed he would. Now she pressed a damp cheek against his chest, and snuggled closer. Beneath her ear, Gavin’s heartbeat thumped rhythmically; his warm breath curled beneath the brim of her bonnet and fanned her brow. Done wiping her eyes, she rested her hand in her lap. He slowly picked it up and brought her palm to his lips, holding it there for a long time before he said, “Close your eyes, Emily, and take a nap. We still have a long journey ahead of us. I’ll wake you when we reach our next stop. I can see you’re worn to a nub, so you need to rest.”

	Gavin mulled what Emily told him as their carriage rattled over the unpaved roads toward to his aunt’s estate. Traveling to Oxfordshire would take them at least another day, perhaps, more, before they arrived at their destination. He made the trip in two days on horseback with a sturdy young equine galloping beneath him. Now, he was glad he sat inside the carriage with Emily. He could hold her close for a few stolen hours, her lithe, young body fitting against him like a comfortable glove.

	Emily never told the earl how emotionally distraught she had been when they returned to Wyndemere. Now she lay in his embrace, her breathing slow, her eyes closed as she slid into another deep doze.

	* * * *

	Emily roused two hours later. When she did, Gavin greeted her with a smile. He had removed his top hat and rested his head back against the leather squabs, holding her loosely with his eyes closed. But he didn’t sleep. He mulled over during those hours what he meant to show her. She clearly had no idea what a man’s lips and tongue could do to pleasure a woman. While she slept, his cock had stiffened as if ready to make his move.

	He shifted onto the opposite seat when she sat up.

	That evening their driver pulled into the yard of a small country inn close to Reading. The earl ordered the stop halfway the distance to his aunt’s holdings. Twilight was upon them; the horses and their driver needed rest.

	Gavin arranged a bed for the driver and stabling for the horses. He also reserved two rooms side by side for him and Emily. Escorting her upstairs, he said, “I spent a night here on my way to the duke’s party. The rooms are not lavish but clean and the food is quite tolerable. Call for a maid if you need help. Are you hungry, Emily?”

	“Yes, I am hungry and ready to eat.”

	“As I said, the food is tasty and plentiful. I ordered a private dining room. I’ll order supper. Join me below when you are ready.”

	Gavin seated Emily when she entered the dining parlor and quickly poured them both a glass of local wine. “Champagne tickles your nose, as I recall.” The earl smiled, remembering her sneezing fit on the duke’s balcony. “This is a slow wine. No bubbles. Try it. It’s quite robust. I think you will like it.” The earl raised his glass and Emily did likewise.

	“What are we toasting?” she inquired, now bright-eyed since she had a restful nap.

	“Let me see.” His dark eyes flickered to meet hers. “Well…we could toast a new beginning? For you or…even for me.”

	She was about to take a sip when Emily realized he wasn’t finished with his toasts. He clinked glasses with hers. “Perhaps…we could toast to a long and fruitful…partnership.”

	She murmured, “Umm, yes, of course, whatever you say.” She was not sure what the earl meant.

	Leathem drank deeply, and Emily sipped at her wine.

	“Ahh, good, our meal is here,” he said, hearing a tap on the parlor door.

	The wait staff entered carrying several large platters and a few covered dishes.

	Emily sniffed. “Everything smells wonderful.” She smiled up at one of the serving girls.

	“I can fix your plate for you, Miss, if you like,” the girl responded.

	“Yes, please do so,” Emily replied, settling back.

	“I’ll serve myself, thank you,” Gavin said when Emily was served. He excused the serving girls. Both Emily and Gavin ate and drank with good appetites. Soon the full flagon of red wine was almost empty.

	Emily’s cheeks were rosy from the amount of wine she quaffed. She grew vociferous as well. She continued spouting tales about her childhood.

	Gavin listened avidly, enjoying witticisms about her parents, her bosom bow, and herself. She described more fully her life in Toynton-under-Hill. Revelations about her worries and emotions had her exploring them again. Had she really set her mind at rest, buried her horrid memories of her uncle? The red wine had loosened her tongue, and words flowed out of her to the earl’s attentive ears. He soon realized Emily was quite tipsy.

	Serving girls returned to clear the table. One carried in a fruit tart, its juices bubbling out of decorative slits in its flaky crust. Emily, although slightly bleary-eyed, requested a pot of hot tea while Gavin ordered a snifter of brandy.

	Emily ate her tart and drank a cup of tea. Then, swaying slightly, she rose and started for a small settee. Gavin trailed after her, his glass in hand when he stopped before the hearth. “We may not make it to Oxfordshire until quite late tomorrow,” he began. “If not, we can rest and continue the next morning. I’m in no great hurry. Are you, Emily?”

	“Umm…whatever you say is fine with me, m’lord.” Blinking rapidly, Emily smiled up at him hazily, her words beginning to slur as she spoke.

	Gavin suppressed a chuckle. Emily obviously didn’t handle wine well. Her eyelids drooped, and she let her head flop back against the settee, her eyes closing. Had she fallen asleep? If so, he couldn’t leave her here.

	He put down his glass. Leaning over her, he whispered, “Emily?”

	“Umm…” She sighed softly, pulling a deep inhale inside. Her eyelids fluttered but soon closed tight again.

	“Aha, my dear, I think it is time I put you to bed.”

	Leathem gathered up Emily’s limp form into his arms. Mindlessly, she wrapped her arms around his neck. It hit him in the gut how very little she weighed, and how soft and pliant her curves felt. He remembered hoisting her onto his horse the day she was hurt. Her womanliness had surprised him then. Her head now lolled against his shoulder, and he lowered his chin against those shiny tresses. A faint scent rose from her hair, invading his nostrils. He breathed deeply. Roses? Jasmine? Violets? He tested his memory of other females he knew who wore perfume. Emily’s scent was different. Spicy. Clean and sharp, not cloying, nor too sweet.

	Her eyelids remained closed, the edges fringed with thick lashes and formed half-moons against her flushed cheeks. Her pert nose snuggled against his neck and the knot in his cravat. Her warm, wine-sodden breath sliced into his masculine parts. He held her in his arms for almost two hours in the carriage this afternoon. Even then, it had been difficult not to do more than simply cradle her.

	“It’s a damn pity you’re asleep,” he whispered quietly, looking down at her as he mounted stairs to the second floor with her locked in his embrace. Outside their rooms, he hesitated in the dim hallway. Desire, dark and insistent, plagued him; his manhood was on fire. He battled temptation earlier, and now he faced the same problem again. He reminded himself Emily wasn’t sexually experienced, and he felt quite certain she was still a virgin. Would seducing her aid his cause so she’d accept his bargain marriage? He wouldn’t be the first improper suitor to coax, persuade, and cajole a woman into marry him—all with good intentions.

	Gavin shoved a shoulder against the door to Emily’s room letting it swing open. He entered, and shut it behind him with the heel of his boot. Someone had left a single lamp burning. On the bed, a coverlet and sheet had been turned back. Pillows had been plumped. Most likely by the upstairs maid. Emily’s bonnet and outer garments lay draped over a chair. Gavin strode to the bed and lowered Emily onto the mattress.

	What he should do now was pull the covers over her and leave her, fully dressed, to sleep it off. Instead, he grinned wickedly. It never entered his mind to call for a maid’s help. Instead he removed his jacket and dropped it on the chair with Emily’s things as he turned and bent over her. He would undo her buttons, loosen her gown so she could sleep more comfortably. Luckily, the gown she donned opened down the front.

	Emily moaned low, her forearms wrapped around her ribs.

	He halted in midair.

	Now what?

	Slowly, gently, he eased her arms away from her sides, letting them fall on the mattress beside her. She released a squeaky whimper, but before he had a chance to undo any buttons, her eyes popped open and stared up at him with a glazed look. She startled him even more when she sat up, threw her arms around his neck—pulling him off balance—and yanked him down atop her.

	Emily had fought her way out of the dream, still half asleep. Terrified. Sobbing, she had flung her arms around Gavin, “Ohh…plu—eeze!” Her talk earlier with Gavin must have triggered a nightmare she was again having about Eustace and the Tower.

	Leathem was caught short, pulled down on top of her, the tips of his riding boots grazing the floor beside the bed. Her hold on his neck threatened to strangle him until he was able to loosen it so he could breathe.

	“What the hell—?” He gasped.

	“Emily!”

	Her eyelids fluttered rapidly, but he was almost sure she didn’t know it was him.

	Then she groaned out loud. “Is that you, Lea-them? Ohh…please, my lord, hold me tight! It’s Eustace! I’m so afraid!”

	He shifted around and gathered her onto his lap. “I’m here, sweeting. Don’t worry, I won’t leave you. You’re safe now.”

	Desire spilled through him instantly like a youthful lover. Gavin couldn’t help himself. Emily never experienced a man’s carnal necessities, so he kissed her tenderly at first. “Don’t fret! It’s only a bad dream,” he soothed, coming up for breath. He tightened his hold and buried his nose in her ebony hair, inhaling deeply, and trailing warm lips across her forehead. “Eustace can’t get to you.” Then Gavin’s wet, open mouth was on hers, devouring her sweetness. He let go of her when her head fell onto his chest.

	“Emily? Sweeting, can you hear me?” He heard only a soft feminine snore puffing out between her nostrils. She buried closer to him. He smiled wryly and whispered, “Go back to sleep, then, my love. You’ll feel much better in the morning.” Reluctantly, Gavin gave up his idea of undoing her buttons and doing more. Instead, he lifted Emily off his lap, stretched her out on the mattress, and tucked the covers up under her chin.

	Then he exited and went to his own room. It took Leathem a long time to fall asleep.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 23

	EMILY awoke confused, her thoughts scattered. Hearing a man’s voice, she reached out to someone she could trust. “Lea-them!” She remembered holding onto him, whimpering her fear against his neck, and repeating his name. She felt him jerk away from her, caught by surprise. He loosened her arms from around his neck, and pulled her onto his lap. Then he kissed her, his lips warm and comforting on her forehead, her nose, on a cheek.

	Emily clung to him until his mouth slid over hers in an open-mouthed kiss. She responded, eagerly, pressing her breasts against him, and hugging him. “Umm, ye—ss…” she murmured. “Oh, Ga-vin, plea-se, don’t stop…”

	Then Leathem was kissing her for real, his mouth devouring hers with a deep, ardent passion. Emily kissed him back to escape her nightmare. She let him caress her and wash away her fear. When his tongue pushed for entry, she let him. He licked across her bottom lip until his tongue probed deep. Woozy, her muscles relaxed, pliant from too much wine. She didn’t flinch or pull away. Her senses expanded with sensations that excited other places in her body. Her nipples tingled and grew hard.

	She wanted to scratch an odd itch that began deep between her thighs. Heat sizzled through her with an odd kind of fire. Leathem was invading her mouth, sucking gently on her tongue. It felt…weird…but she felt cared for, unafraid, and quite safe. Strong emotions possessed her, swamped by another set of powerful feelings—not friendship, not gratitude—she was flushed by a potent desire to make love with the earl. Dampness flowed between her thighs. She knew when the truth hit her.

	I love him.

	She lay in Gavin’s arms as if it were where she was destined to be. She had to tell him that she learned the truth and made up her mind. Even if he didn’t feel anything stronger than a fondness for her, even if their marriage was only a convenient way to solve his problem about his ward, she had to tell him how she felt. Unfortunately, her brain right now was stuffed with goose feathers. Her tongue felt…well, thick, fuzzy, bloated. She tried, but her numb lips didn’t work properly. She couldn’t get the right words out. She seemed to have had a dizzying lack of willpower. She simply couldn’t help herself. So she fell back to sleep.

	* * * *

	Gavin had asked the innkeeper of the Blue Boar Inn to wake them for an early start. He came awake and was already dressed for travel when a few taps thumped on his door.

	“Are ye up, m’lord?” a male voice called through the wood.

	“Aye,” he replied, opening the door to the innkeeper.

	“I knocked next door, too,” the man said, “but got no answer.”

	“Not a problem,” Gavin said. “I’ll awaken the lady myself. Meanwhile, have breakfast ready for us in a quarter hour. And alert my driver if you will, that my carriage is needed within the hour.”

	“Aye, m’lord. As you wish.” With that, the rotund innkeeper hurried away.

	Gavin neither washed nor shaved upon awakening. He ran a palm across dark bristles sprouting on his cheeks. Emily would have to forgive his scruffiness. His ablutions could wait until they reached Aunt Lydia’s estate. The earl grabbed his top hat and left his room, halting in front of Emily’s door. He heard no sounds coming from inside. He tapped hard several times. Still no answer. He turned the knob, found it unbolted, and stuck his head over the threshold. A low chuckle rolled from his throat when he shut the door. He grinned openly. Emily had yanked her bedcovers over her head, and disappeared under them.

	He laughed louder. “Uhh-uhh. Time to get up, Miss Dancy.” He gently tugged on an edge of the blanket, hearing a pained moan coming from beneath it.

	“Time for us to get on our way. Hurry up, Emily.” Gavin turned away and waited.

	A muddled sound, a rustle of movement, then nothing.

	He peeked over his shoulder, still smiling when another vision smacked him in the face.

	A sleepy-eyed, rosy-cheeked, angel sat up. Her feet and legs were dangling over the side of the mattress. Her gown had ridden up well above her knees while she slept, displaying slender ankles and calves wearing sheer, silk stockings.

	The earl remembered removing her half boots last eve, but nothing more. He pulled in a deep inhale full of masculine admiration. A mass of wavy, tousled hair tumbled across Emily’s shoulders like a soft, silk shawl. She raised shaking hands to the dark strands and shoved the curling tendrils away from her face. Not meeting his eyes, her brow furrowed when she squinted up at him.

	“Where are we?”

	Gavin went to stand in front of her.

	“Have you forgotten?” he asked with a wide grin. “Do you remember how much wine you imbibed last night at supper, hmm?”

	Emily pulled a blanket over her lap to cover her legs. “Did I swoon?”

	His male chuckle was wicked. “No, you didn’t swoon. But not to worry,” he said, “you simply fell asleep. By the way, as you can see, you slept in your clothes.”

	“What? Oh good heavens! Yes!” she exclaimed, glancing down at the gown she donned yesterday. It was badly wrinkled. She winced, mumbling, “Umm…I seem unable to recall things. Things I should have…” She swallowed, her mouth and throat particularly parched. “Did I talk your ears off last eve, my lord? I have a tendency to babble when I drink wine.”

	“You were…tipsy. But never mind. You entertained me with a few very witty stories about Wilma Porter and yourself. I enjoyed them immensely.”

	Emily blushed, her cheeks heated while her fingers picked nervously at the rumpled bedcovers. She again tossed the heavy mane of hair over her shoulders, and said, “I-I really don’t know what to say—”

	Gavin interrupted her. “It doesn’t matter, my dear. But tell me, how do you feel this morning?”

	Emily sighed with a tiny groan. “Not well, I’m afraid. Dear me, my hands are shaking like the rest of me. And I’m gawd-awful thirsty, my lord. Do you see a tumbler of water handy?”

	“That’s to be expected," Gavin explained, “because you are suffering with what is called a hangover. I s’pose it was my fault. I let you gulp down too much wine when I should have stopped you. I thought you wanted to talk—get what was bothering you out of your system. Instead, the wine bit you. You were also haunted by a nightmare about Eustace Dancy again.” He paused, concern clearly showing on his expression. “I had hoped you’d bury any worries you had about him. But nevertheless, Emily, you will be safe with me.” Sincerity rang true in his voice and shone in his eyes. “Forgive me for letting you get foxed.”

	“Forgive you? There is nothing to forgive, m’lord! I’m the one but—ohh, good gracious! My poor head! It throbs!”

	Gavin had to wince watching Emily grimace as she pressed trembling fingertips against her temples. Too much wine and a pounding head is the usual consequence the next day after imbibing too much wine or spirits. He knew exactly how Emily felt. And he knew, too, that they were not doing any further traveling today.

	Instead, he ordered a maid from the inn to help Emily out of her clothes and assist her back into bed until she felt more like herself. He cancelled his driver and his equipage.

	“Stay where you are—in bed, Emily,” he told her. “Sleep some more. I’ll stop by later to see how you’re faring.”

	Then Gavin went below and ate a hearty breakfast.

	* * * *

	A maid helped Emily remove her gown, stays, petticoats, and stockings. She waved the girl away when she inquired about nightwear.

	“I’ll sleep in my chemise.”

	“Aye, fine, then. The innkeeper’s wife sent you a headache potion, Miss. I left it on the table for you.”

	“All right. Now if you please, go away and leave me to suffer through this.” Emily sounded as grumpy as a hedgehog. Rolling over, she turned toward the wall. In seconds, she was again fast asleep. Gavin had given strict orders that she was not to be wakened, so no one disturbed her. When he looked in on her a short while later, she still slept, so he left and went for a stroll.

	It was late afternoon when Emily woke. She lay quiet, her eyes closed, holding her breath, hoping her head had ceased whirling. When things seemed to have settled into a proper place, she slowly sat up, sliding her legs over the edge of the mattress. Her bare feet touched a rough planked floor. Inhaling, she licked her dry lips, swallowed several times, and frowned at the sour taste in her mouth. A half full goblet of liquid sitting on the bedside table caught her eye. She reached for it, thinking to slosh cool water around in her mouth. Sniffing at the liquid, her stomach almost turned upside down. Whatever potion was in the glass, it smelled vile.

	Next Emily glanced at a piece of furniture holding a porcelain bowl and a metal pitcher. Rising shakily from the bed, she toddled over to the washstand. Thank goodness, the ewer contained plain water, so she poured some into the bowl and dunked a rag in it to wet it. Gently, she wiped her face, grateful for the wet rag swishing across her hot cheeks. Drying her hands, she tilted the pitcher and let water dribble into her mouth. She swirled the tepid liquid around in her mouth and spit it out in the basin. Her mouth and throat still parched, she gulped down more water from the pitcher. Her stomach roiled unexpectedly, and the water almost shot back up into her throat. She swallowed fast, pulling in a few deep breaths to keep it down. Then she stumbled across the floor and plopped her backside again atop the bed. She felt woozy, light-headed. For a few minutes more she didn’t move, hoping her head would clear even more so she could remember what she was thinking when she awoke. But nothing much came to her. She knew she ate supper and conversed with the earl, but beyond that, her mind was a blank.

	* * * *

	Meanwhile, Gavin had strolled leisurely along the village’s only thoroughfare. He stopped briefly in a tavern for a mug of ale, all the while wondering how Emily had fared with her hangover. Holding her close when he carried her up to her chamber, he became conscious of her warm, womanly voluptuousness, arousing his male sensibilities. He hoped for a night of carnal pleasure when she surprised the wits out of him and suddenly threw herself against him, kissing him fiercely. He knew she was foxed, because she babbled at the table, spouting witty nonsense about Wilma Porter, her family, and herself. Unfortunately, she then either passed out or fell asleep. He knew then he may as well set aside any notions he had about making love to her. Not that night, at least. But perhaps soon. After all, sex before marriage was not unheard of in his illustrious circle even if the couples were not yet betrothed.

	Daylight fading, so Gavin wandered back to the Blue Boar Inn. Mounting the stairs by twos, he tapped on Emily’s door.

	“Who’s there?” a raspy voice called from behind the oak wood.

	“Leathem,” he responded loudly. “May I come in, Emily?”

	She opened the door.

	“Do you mind if I come in?” he asked, repeating himself.

	Emily hesitated but gestured to him to enter and latched the door behind him.

	She leaned against it as the earl’s midnight eyes roamed over her from head to toes.

	“Dare I hope you are feeling much better?” With that statement, he walked past her and unceremoniously tossing his top hat on a nearby chair. “By the look on your face, you have all but recovered. Has your headache also been cured?”

	Emily nodded. After dressing herself, she had ordered a bowl of soup, a loaf of bread and a crock of churned butter, and a bracing pot of hot tea. She felt much better as she spoke. “Forgive my disgraceful behavior of last evening, Leathem. I can’t imagine what came over me.” She twined her fingers together in front of her. “Tell me, how long have I been asleep?” she asked. “I am never this much of a slugabed.”

	Gavin’s expression remained mildly amused. “You slept all of last night and most of today. But don’t apologize, Emily, since most of it was my fault.”

	Perplexed, she asked, “Your fault? I don’t understand.”

	Gavin ducked his head and coughed, a masculine smirk hiding behind his palm. “Do you remember anything at all about what went on last evening?”

	Emily grimaced, letting her frown deepen. “I’m not sure. I don’t recall much after I joined you for supper.” She shot him a hasty sidewise glance. “Do you s’pose what I ate made me woozy?”

	He chuckled, but felt it only fair to explain. “Nonsense! No one tampered with your food. I am the culprit. I plied you with too much red wine. I thought you drank wine with your meals every day.”

	“I don’t,” she replied. “I take only a small glass or two in the evening.” Then, seeing his smile growing wider, she winced. “Oh, good heavens! How much wine did I drink last evening?”

	“We shared a full decanter. To tell the truth, it had little effect on me, but…”

	“Argh! You got me foxed!” She glared at him. “No wonder I can’t remember things! I think you did that on purpose!”

	“Slow down, Emily. Give me a moment, and I’ll explain.” The stern command in his tone altered. “Listen, to me, will you?”

	Emily felt irked by embarrassment, but she frowned at him and waited to hear him out.

	Gavin began by reminding her about the witty tales she told him about her and Wilma as young girls. “I must say, I rather enjoyed them.” His stern tone had softened. “I got to know you and Wilma better; somethings I never knew about you during the time we spent at Carlisle’s or yesterday in the carriage. For that bit of knowledge I shall be eternally grateful. And, seeing you being a little tipsy, I never knew you being so forthcoming about yourself when I hired you.” He winked at her.

	Her reply was candid. “There were things I rather you didn’t know about me when we first met,” she retorted, boldly. Her eyes collided with Gavin’s and locked for a long moment on his until she blinked and looked away. “So that’s all? Nothing else happened out of the ordinary. I did nothing wrong or improper to embarrass myself? I simply fell asleep?” She paused. “At least I remembered now and again waking up because I knew I was still wearing my day clothes.”

	“I asked a maid to help you out of them earlier this morning.”

	“Oh, good. I thought perhaps you may have…”

	Noting a wicked shine coming from deep in his dark eyes, she wondered if he was fibbing. Were there more things he hadn’t told her? “Are you sure nothing improper took place? Did I, perchance cast up my accounts?”

	He grinned and chuckled softly. “Are you sure you want to know?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous!” she snapped. “Well, not that, at least.” He had dodged her questions, and her irritation showed. “If I can’t remember missed parts of my day, I expect you to fill in the details.”

	“Well,” he began with another mischievous male grin. “For one thing, you threw yourself rather forcibly into my arms and began kissing me. Rather unexpectedly, I must say.”

	“What? Oh no! I couldn’t have! You’re making it up!”

	Gavin laughed out loud. “Ahh, but you did just that, my dear. Why would I deny it? You all but seduced me. Rather awkwardly, I must admit, but nevertheless, it happened right here in this very room.”

	Emily squeezed her eyes shut and groaned Mortification heightened the pink flush on her cheeks. She reached up and covered her face with shaky palms. “I can’t believe I did that!”

	“Well, there’s no way around it,” Gavin said, his deep baritone pleasantly firm. “Now you have to agree to my offer.”

	 

	


Chapter 24

	THE earl had mentioned during their discussion that marriages of convenience were often quite tolerable. His bargain was not a deliriously happy one in Emily’s estimation. She had always fantasized about a marriage based on love—like one her parents had. When she realized she had fallen in love with Leathem, she wondered if she could live under the constraints within those convenient marriage vows.

	The earl stood before her now, his unyielding gaze focused on her. He proposed a contract between them that promised a polite, aristocratic life enhanced by luxury and well-being. But unexpectedly she had recently discovered she was no longer penniless. Instead, she was rather wealthy. Perhaps, she should ask him for a different proposal. Gavin leaned toward Emily and reached out a large hand, smoothing his palm across the warm skin of her cheek. “Other kinds of marriages are possible,” he whispered very low, “so if you wish ours to be otherwise, it can be more than just convenient.” He tilted her face up towards his and slowly dipped his mouth downward, brushing his lips lightly over hers.

	Leathem’s knowing mouth stirred currents of desire bubbling through Emily’s bloodstream.

	Our marriage need not be platonic? Oh, did he really mean what he said!?

	Emotion plunged Emily over a powerful waterfall of hope and feelings, some of which she recalled quite vividly during that treasure hunt. And some of which she felt even more strongly while on the duke’s balcony with Leathem.

	Gavin’s warm palms now cradled her face, tenderly, keeping her under his control. His next kiss began almost avuncular until a blunt fingertip pressed her bottom lip open and teased her mouth apart. “Yes—just like that,” he whispered, his coaxing tones quite irresistible. “Let me inside, sweeting. I wish to taste you again.” Too hungry to wait for her answer, he plunged his probing tongue into her mouth.

	Emily let him do what he wanted. All sorts of sensations rolled swiftly through her. She clung to him, craving his touch. A wicked sinfulness, a devilish need, became part of her, shocking her. Leathem’s passionate kiss was mind-bending and deliciously intimate. Excitement intensified. Emily was lost in a plethora of new feelings as they coursed through her, anticipating pleasures she had never yet experienced.

	A steely arm crushed her hard against Leathem’s broad chest. She felt the earl’s heart pounding next to hers, his breathing accelerating. She didn’t stop him when he slid a hand up her ribs and captured a breast. His fingers squeezed her flesh…unexpectedly…but strangely exciting and pleasurable—especially when he ran a caressing thumb over a sensitive nipple.

	Quivering arrows of delight darted to her deepest core. She heard a low, keening sound, and realized it came from her. Her breath fluttered, drawing in new air to fill her parched lungs. Pulsing, throbbing sensations persisted in very odd places, especially between her thighs.

	“Are my caresses at all tolerable, Emily? Tell me what you’re feeling, sweetheart,” Gavin asked, his deep, baritone sounding raw, his warm breath blowing hot across her skin. He shifted his mouth, and licked the skin on her smooth throat.

	“Oh my,” Emily sighed, wordlessly, as she clung to him.

	Gavin spun her around and lowered her backside onto the room’s only padded chair. He bent one knee and knelt in front of her.

	Was he going to repeat his marriage offer? She wondered.

	Instead, Leathem picked up one of her half boots, slid it off, and placed her stocking-clad foot atop his raised knee. Before she knew what he was about, he pushed the hem of her skirt up to her thighs.

	Shocked, she shoved at his big hands. “My lord! What you’re doing is wicked!”

	“I s’pose it is, Emily. But it isn’t like I haven’t seen your legs before.”

	Her curvaceous limbs lay long and smooth below the hem of her chemise, bare above her stockings. Gavin’s eyes roamed over them. Her tender, pearly-white feminine skin had probably never seen the sun. Nor had it been touched by any man, he was certain. A faint, musky but enticing odor drifted up to his nostrils from the damp muff of hair sprouting between her thighs. He inhaled deeply, adding another powerful pulse of male desire to his arousal.

	“You saw my legs? When was that?” she asked sternly.

	“On the wilderness path.” He smiled. “And last night, when you seduced me.”

	“I did not seduce you! I would never—”

	Ignoring her gasp of modesty, he bent and kissed a bare thigh, his bold lips and tongue sliding wetly over an unsullied patch of flesh above a dainty, blue garter she had knotted to hold up her stocking.

	“No, please stop, my lord! You mustn’t!” Emily pleaded, unable to leap out of the chair because Leathem was kneeling directly in front of her, so she couldn’t step over him.

	“Let me show you what our marriage could be like.”

	Emily watched helplessly as the earl shoved her skirt a little higher. His hands were warm and insistent, first caressing a stocking-clad ankle, a rounded calf, and next, the naked skin above her knee. He shocked her again when his wet tongue licked a spot just above the garter. Clutching the chair’s arms, Emily hissed out a soft moan from between her teeth, unable to stop what his persistent tongue was doing to her body and mind.

	Wetness she couldn’t control leaked between her thighs. Her lungs throbbed, matching the rhythm of the rapid thud of her heart. She felt giddy with pleasure, overwhelmed by the extraordinary sensations rampaging through her.

	“I think I wanted to do this ever since we met,” Gavin shot back, his dark, velvety eyes piercing hers. “So, no, Emily, I won’t stop kissing you. Relax, sweeting. I promise I won’t hurt you, but I will show you what you may have been missing.”

	Emily was lost to normal thought. The earl had taken over her body and her senses. Every part of her now tingled anew with delicious vibrations. She couldn’t believe what was happening. Even though she ached for more. She muttered a weak protest, but she didn’t really want him to stop. She wanted what Wilma described she had felt with Lord Harry. She wanted to experience all those wicked things, or she may never know what it was like to make love with a man with whom she cared. He was worldly and experienced. He ought to be the one to show her what she wished to know!

	So she relaxed—and acquiesced.

	She was taken aback, however, when the earl rose from a bended knee and picked her up. He swiveled, not too gently, and laid her on top of the bed. Swiftly grabbing her ankles, he stretched her out lengthwise. Quickly, he removed his jacket and waistcoat.

	Emily stayed where he put her, unmoving, one stockinged foot still inside her other half boot. Emily watched as Leathem lowered himself down beside her, reached out, and pulled her against his full length.

	* * * *

	Arousal was instantaneous for Gavin. He felt as green as a youth making love for the first time. His erection thickened, stiffened, and pulsed against his doeskin breeches. Emily was a virgin. If he took her too eagerly, if he rushed her, he would frighten her. But he remembered the taste of her on his tongue which almost overcame his desire to do lots more than he should.

	He made love many times with women during those two decades, but now he focused on only one. Emily Dancy. That unexpected attraction hit him hard the first time she walked into Fielding House.

	Three words now hammered in his brain.

	Make her yours.

	They were—alone—the perfect time to accomplish his wish.

	“I want to make love to you, Emily,” Gavin whispered in her ear.

	Exciting, coaxing words she had never expected to hear, hovered against her cheek.

	His hot breath teased her. Strong teeth tugged on a tender earlobe; shivers crept across her bare nape.

	Gavin felt Emily tense, rigid as a fence post. He murmured, “Have you made a decision?”

	Instead, Emily deepened her breathing, but said nothing.

	“Your acceptance will humble me, sweetheart.”

	“Please…don’t…speak, m’lord,” she mumbled, her throat as dry as desert sand, her words all but inaudible. “Just…umm…ahh…”

	Gavin rolled to his side; nothing washed away the powerful torrent of need rushing through him. He seized Emily’s mouth again, a grunting, needful sound escaping from deep in his chest.

	A long gasp bubbled up from her throat.

	What would my parents say if they knew I am in bed with an earl but not one I am wedded to? And what will Wilma think? Would she say her bosom bow had become a brazen harlot?

	“Remove your hairpins,” Leathem demanded.

	Emily did what he asked, pulling out a few tortoiseshell hairpins and tossing them onto the pillow. With no lady’s maid to tame her unruly tresses, she had simply tied her hair back with a ribbon. “God, your hair is like a lovely, dark halo around your head. Are you some kind of angel, Emily?” Gavin couldn’t help himself. He raked fingers through the silky strands, spreading the ebony tresses into a large fan on the pillow. Long forgotten sensations erupted beneath fingers he hadn’t felt since he was much younger. His grip tightened on her hair. He ached to wrap the raven strands around his hand, inhale its intoxicating perfume, and bury his lips in the satiny texture. He had always loved touching a woman’s hair—smelling it, caressing it, draping it over naked parts of him when he made love. Now he swallowed. “You’re so damn beautiful,” Leathem rasped out. “I dreamt of seeing you like this. You haunted my days and my nights for weeks. Did you know that, sweetheart?”

	When Emily didn’t answer, he stroked caressing fingers through her hair again, and angling her head so he could kiss her more ardently. She lay unmoving beneath him, his lips again seeking her ear and nibbling on the tender lobe. “So soft, so tender and sweet,” he muttered, the hot tip of his tongue twirling inside the delicate opening.

	Gavin next undid the front of her gown. One by one, tiny pearl buttons popped out of their holes. He tugged gently until the gown opened and gave way. He lifted Emily up slightly, slipping the gown off her shoulders, letting her arms glide out of the sleeves. The open bodice slithered down to her waist. Gavin yanked the hem of her skirt higher, the fabric bunching at the bottom of her torso. He leaned down, and removed her other half boot. Untying a garter, he stroked Emily’s slender ankle and calf as he rolled the silk stocking off before doing the same thing to a second one, and leaving her legs totally bare.

	Tossing the filmy stockings and ribbon garters to the floor, he picked up one of her bare feet, raised it to his lips, and kissed each small toe before moving further over her curvaceous instep. Silent, determined, slowly he kissed Emily’s ankle and calf and moved upward to her knee, pressing another wet, torrid kiss on the pliant, silken skin of her naked thigh.

	Emily had donned no corset, simply a semi-sheer chemise. A satin ribbon tied in a bow, held the chemise’s wide neckline on her shoulders. Gavin yanked at one end of the blue ribbon and the bow easily came undone. His eyes alight with desire, Gavin met Emily’s wide-eyed gaze. “I mean to make love to every single part of you.”

	Inhaling, he again kissed a bare thigh.

	Goosebumps shivered across Emily’s sensitive skin, awakening desires so potent her fingers twitched. She wanted to touch the earl, discover how he and his warm skin felt against her fingers. She wavered, nervously awaiting Leathem’s next move; her thoughts matched the thunderous beating of her heart. Emily quivered with unfettered anticipation.

	She prayed silently that Leathem felt more than a rake’s desire for her. For days, she had dithered about her decision. Maybe she shouldn’t have worried, although she must tell him soon. It would take courage to be a countess, but her best friend was a viscountess. So it couldn’t be that difficult, could it? After all, her mother taught her how to behave as a lady instead like a country bumpkin. She even learned how to curtsy properly when she had been expected to be presented at court. Her parents planned a come out for her the same time as Wilma’s. Unfortunately, she never had that season. Instead, her parents were killed. Emily spoke without a countrified accent, and learned ladylike accomplishments like silk embroidery and needlepoint. Grace, her mother, who was an exceptional needlewoman, added to their income when John Dancy, could no longer continue to work at his trade.

	Emily hated those ladylike lessons but she endured. She thought them as boring as dusting tabletops. She would rather be outside, tramping the fields alone or exploring with Wilma. Emily had been the adventurous one of the two friends when growing up. She remembered Wilma confessing her new feelings during one of their cozy chats. Wilma had advocated that females should not be so inhibited, but bold about what they said or did. “I captured the love of the man I wanted while making love in our marital bed,” she said to Emily and blushed. Emily knew the answer to that puzzle when she watched Lord Harry’s gaze doted on Wilma.

	Well, she was in bed with Leathem now. If that was what it took, perhaps she should risk it and let him make love to her. If she gave into him, she would have to marry him; but then perhaps, he would fall head over tails in love with her—like Harry did with Wilma.

	Unfortunately, Emily’s early upbringing warred with Wilma’s modern ideas about lack of carnal inhibitions. She liked the excitement, though. The way Leathem made her feel. Was it terribly naughty to be so free with her body? Leathem’s kisses, his ardent coaxing words and touches, his pleasurable caresses, were never what she aspired to when she first met him. He may not love her, but he’d been wonderful and kind after she got to know him. She thought about her current life and decided the earl could teach her what she wanted. So, she stretched her inhibitions, and became wanton and wicked, just like Wilma.

	* * * *

	Gavin’s whiskered cheek rested on one of Emily’s bare thighs. She pulled gently at his short, ebony curls and coaxed him farther up onto her torso. Her stomach muscles quivered when his palms slid over them.

	“I like it whenever you touch me,” he said, his voice husky.

	Emily bit down hard on her bottom lip, her tone wavering. “Show me more…Leathem.”

	Gavin’s jaw all but dropped open. Within seconds, the lush weight of both her breasts nestled in his hands. “God help me, Emily, I thought you would never ask.” He fondled the squeezable mounds of warm, female flesh the maker had created for men to enjoy, taste and savor. A prominent nipple pricked his palm. He squeezed gently. Her chemise was sheer, and Gavin thumbed across the fabric, watching Emily’s face for a reaction. She jerked, so he rubbed her more avidly until a pleased gasp escaped her.

	“Ooh, umm…”

	Gavin slowly lowered the chemise’s neckline, exposing the creamy skin of Emily’s breasts. Her areolas were a pretty, deep pink, her nipples large and as ripe as freshly plucked strawberries. He leaned down to lave one with the tip of his tongue, circling around the ruched skin. Then he rubbed his cheek across her satiny flesh. His groin tightened more as he breathed in her scent; a feral groan slid from between his lips. He teased an aroused nipple again before drawing it into his mouth to suckle.

	Emily’s eager response energized him, and he pulled on the nipple with more force. Shifting atop of her, he buried his nose between the plush mounds of pliant flesh, laving the valley between them while blowing on the damp skin. Taking a forgotten nipple in his mouth, he pulled on it fiercely until Emily was whimpering with pleasure. Her untutored moans heated his lust to a fever pitch as he strained to contain his own needs and desires. Heat burned in his testicles. With a remarkable surge of lust, his thick, hard, and elongated cock was demanding release—pulsing against the fall of his doeskin breeches.

	Gavin held back, knowing what their marriage would be like if she agreed. But for her willing compliance, he needed her to trust him implicitly, surrender to him totally, and give herself to him without reservation. Another jolt of lust knifed his balls; his honorable intentions were now in dire trouble. He vowed not to penetrate her maidenhead until she agreed to his terms. However, unrelenting, male need reared its ugly head, demanding immediate consummation.

	Emily twined caressing fingers through his ebony curls.

	He drew in a ragged breath.

	God, Emily, you had better stop me…

	She dragged him up to meet her lips, planting a long, ardent kiss on his mouth. Did she realize how powerful her untutored kisses would bedazzle a man his age with his ego?

	Devastating.

	Exhilarating.

	And sublimely perfect.

	Tiny nips and damp caresses ran the gamut as she teased across the full width of his mouth. By now Emily had stopped thinking. She trembled every time he touched her. She surrendered her body and mind to every new sensation as they ripped along her nerve endings.

	Leathem groaned loudly, his voice raw. “Emily…God…Emily…”

	Whether she knew it or not, she tore him up inside. Her untutored kisses were so dammed erotic in their honesty, so much more exciting than any he ever felt from his former mistresses. Emily responded to him with a wild, childlike, nubile generosity. He wanted to do more wicked things to her, to pleasure her, but he might frighten her if he went ahead now. It was best that he teach her more after they were wed.

	Meanwhile, he devoured the sweetness of her mouth.

	Emily couldn’t talk, scarcely could breathe. She dragged her hands off of his shoulders, grabbing her chemise’s neckline to cover her bare breasts. She gave him permission to make love to her when they were wed, but this was more than she expected. She never dreamt she’d topple into a series of devastatingly wild emotions as soon as he touched her.

	“My lord!” Her muffled cry had turned into a sharp yelp. “Stop! You must stop! Please!”

	Abruptly, Gavin left off what he was doing. Her urgent demand left him floundering, but he stopped and helped her rearrange her disheveled clothing.

	Now completely flustered, Emily picked up the few hairpins she found on the bed pillow and awkwardly pinned her hair back.

	Gavin hopped out of the bed lithely, emitting a rough masculine grunt. “Damnation, Emily, I’m only mortal, not a saint.” With that, he stalked to the door of her room. Yanking, he wrenched it open, speaking over his shoulder to her. “I’ll have supper sent up to you. We leave after sunrise tomorrow morning. Get a good night’s rest, Emily. We still face a long journey to my aunt’s in Oxfordshire.”

	He slipped into the hall, snapping the latch closed behind him.

	* * * *

	The innkeeper’s daughter awakened Emily early the next morning. She dressed quickly. A quarter hour later, Gavin tapped on her door. “I hope you slept well,” he said, gruffly when she opened it.

	“Very well, thank you. And you?”

	Gavin nodded. He hardly slept at all. However, he did not mention why he couldn’t sleep. What he did instead was lie awake musing on his feelings for Lilianne’s governess. Yes, he offered her marriage. But there were other things to consider after what happened in the next room. He had been as horny as a hound. Months passed, and now he needed a fuck. Lust hid beneath his breeches’ flap where his cock pulsed, long and hard as granite. Dammit! Was he in love? Or in lust?

	Again skipping his normal morning ritual, Gavin rose before dawn and awakened his driver to ready the carriage as soon as the day grew light. He ordered a pot of hot tea and a bowl of porridge sent to Emily’s room, then ate a more hearty meal himself, wolfing it down.

	He hoped to reach Oxfordshire without staying away another night at an inn. They would remain for a few days at Lydia’s manse where Emily could become better acquainted with his aunt.

	The morning sun warmed the fields of Berkshire as the carriage turned onto roads leading to Oxfordshire. Emily again rode inside while Gavin trotted alongside the carriage on Pegasus.

	 

	


Chapter 25

	LYDIA, Lilianne, and Penny, sat in Lady Parcells’ back parlor. They were waiting for a tray with a pot of fragrant tea, cups and saucers, and a plate of sweet biscuits to be delivered from the kitchen. Earlier that evening, Lydia had demonstrated proper use of various eating utensils for Lilianne when she came out and would be attending formal suppers.

	“It never hurts, my dears, to repeat one’s lessons.” Lydia wiggled a gnarled finger adorned with a large emerald and gold ring. “Lili, you say you are not ready to come out, but I must drill into you what must be taught when you do make your debut. I expect that should be next spring. And I plan be in London to launch you at that time.”

	“Oh, Aunt,” Lilianne grumped. “I memorized everything you showed me, truly I have. Can we instead play a hand of cards so you can show me how to win?”

	“Harumph! Cards, is it? Looking to gamble, eh what?”

	Lilianne giggled. “If one is to play cards at all, Aunt, one may as well play to win. Isn’t that so?”

	“Dear girl, I hear you. But remember, you must never cheat in order to win. Never. In anything you do. Do you understand?”

	“Of course, Aunt. I was simply teasing you—”

	Just then a footman stationed at the parlor’s door was handed a message by another servant.

	“What is it, Becker?” Lydia inquired after the other footman left.

	“My lady, it seems a carriage has pulled up to the manse’s front entrance.”

	Abruptly, Lydia’s eyes opened wide, the pasteboards fluttering from her fingers as she dropped them on to the card table. “Oh! It must be my nephew. Leathem has returned!”

	“It may be so, m’lady, but he also has a lady with him.”

	“Well, then, why are you standing here like a dolt, Becker? Tell a footman to usher them inside. And be quick about it!”

	Both Lilianne and Penny stood up quickly. Becker hurried to spin Lydia’s chair round so she could face the doorway to greet her nephew.

	The earl had escorted Emily inside his aunt’s home. Voices and footsteps from the foyer soon approached the parlor’s door and halted in the doorway. A footman had pulled open the door for Leathem and Emily. “Greetings, Aunt Lydia. Look what I’ve brought you! A surprise. Meet my fiancée, Miss Emily Dancy.”

	Lilianne squealed like a stuck pig. And without thinking, she rushed toward Emily who stepped forward at the same time and held out her arms to hug the girl.

	“I can’t believe this,” Lilianne babbled, her eyes sparkling with excitement and curiosity. “H-how did this happen—?”

	Gavin interrupted the girls’ brief reunion. “Lilianne, be quiet. I want Emily to meet my aunt. Excuse us, please, if you will.”

	Abashed by Leathem’s curt admonishment, Lilianne quickly stepped back. She dodged the earl whenever she was at Fielding House, but with the joy and excitement at seeing her friend again she had forgotten any manners drilled into her by Lady Parcells.

	Emily smiled and patted the girl’s arm. “Not to worry, Lili, I’ll explain everything later.” Nudged forward by the earl, Emily, still smiling, forged ahead to meet Gavin’s formidable aunt.

	Lydia’s eyebrows almost met the edge of her lace cap when she heard her nephew’s news. Her eyes now gleamed with curiosity much like Lilianne’s although she managed to maintain her aristocratic composure.

	“Leathem!” Her smile was warm and welcoming. “My, my, dear boy, you never cease to amaze me!” She shifted her gaze to Emily. “Come closer, gel. Let me get a good look at you.”

	Emily glanced sidewise at Gavin and saw him smiling; his even white teeth were spread in a wide grin. She bobbed a quickly executed curtsy. “I’m honored to make your acquaintance, Lady Parcells. Gavin spoke about you often.”

	Lydia eyed her nephew somewhat suspiciously, a tiny frown flitting across her brow. “Harumph…is that so?” But even so her blue eyes twinkled. “Well, that may change your mind about me.” Lydia chuckled.

	Emily saw Lydia’s mischievous smile, but she thought it best not to comment on the earl’s aunt’s odd remark. Instead, she went on, “I was sorry to hear you suffered a painful injury recently. I hope you are on the mend, my lady. As a young girl, I broke a bone. A collarbone. I somehow managed with it, but it wasn’t easy dressing or doing things with an arm strapped to my chest. I’m sure getting around on one foot would be difficult for you as well."

	Gavin stepped in to inquire of his aunt’s health at that point.

	“Aunt,” he began, “how are you doing? I hope you are feeling much better.”

	“No worse than I was when you rode off, Leathem. But never mind that. Now tell me where you discovered this winsome creature. Better yet, tell me when and why she has accepted your proposal.” Lydia smiled, her faded blue eyes crinkling with wide-eyed happiness.

	“Later, Aunt, if I may. We left Reading early today and drove here without stopping. I ordered a basket lunch, but I’m sure Emily is famished by now. I know I am.”

	“Why didn’t you say so?” Lydia quickly waved imperiously to Becker standing at the parlor’s doorway. “Go find Cook immediately, and ask her to prepare something for our hungry travelers. While I think of it, ask that the repast be sent to the breakfast room. We don’t need to sit at a formal dining table.”

	The footman left to carry out Lydia’s wishes. “There will be hot food ready for you in no time. Come, let us go to the morning room right now. I’ll order a new tea tray for us as well.” Lydia turned to Gavin. “Leathem, push the chair for me like a good boy.”

	The others had their tea while Emily and Gavin ate a light supper. “You shall see Miss Emily again in the morning. Time to go to bed now,” Lydia said, sending the girls upstairs. She turned to Emily. “Perhaps, you may wish to retire as well, Miss Dancy. It must have been a tiresome journey from Surrey. Your room is ready. Why not get a good night’s rest? We can talk tomorrow. I wish to get to know you better.”

	“Thank you, Lady Parcells. I think I will accept your suggestion. It has been a long and unusual journey…in many ways.”

	Gavin rose to escort Emily to her room.

	“Leathem?” Lydia called out as the couple started to leave. “Don’t seek your bed just yet. Come back, because I wish to talk with you further, dear boy.”

	Gavin returned to his aunt rather quickly. He knew she wanted an explanation regarding about his sudden engagement.

	“You told me you employed Miss Dancy as Lilianne’s governess only a short time ago, Leathem. Tell me how all this business came about and now she is your fiancée.”

	“Before we left Surrey, I offered her a business proposal.”

	“A business proposal?” Lydia’s eyebrows flexed. “I’m not certain I understand what you mean.”

	“I need a guiding hand during Lilianne’s come out, Aunt, now that you are no longer available. I can’t very well sponsor her myself, which you well know. So, I asked Emily Dancy to sponsor Lilianne, and do so as my countess.”

	“Hmm…what you’re telling me is a bit…odd, at the least. Are you not putting the cart before the horse, Leathem?”

	Gavin coughed behind his hand. “What are you hinting at, Aunt?”

	“When did she accept your bargain proposal?”

	“Err…she agreed to it last night.”

	“Aha! You mean to tell me that all this while you two were traveling together unchaperoned from Surrey, eh? And you must also have stayed overnight in Reading. Is that when you compromised the gel so she had to agree?”

	Leathem felt his composure slipping. “Aunt, Emily has agreed. Shall we leave it at that?” Without any further words of explanation, Leathem rose abruptly to end their awkward discussion.

	“Well, then, Leathem, I must tell you something. It may be a bit of a surprise, my boy!” Lydia’s cryptic tone snapped sharply from between her pursed lips, grabbing hold of him before he could leave.

	“You may be an unwilling guardian, Leathem, although I don’t believe you are an unfeeling one. But Lilianne informed me days ago that she does not wish to come out. Nor does she wish to return to London with you.”

	Gavin spun round to face his aunt, his expression showing disbelief.

	“She prefers to stay here with me, you see, Leathem. At least for the time being. She asked for my permission to remain, and I granted it.”

	Lydia’s announcement threw Gavin off stride.

	“What do you have to say to that, Leathem? Mind you, the gel is quite young and possibly just out of the schoolroom. She may not have been educated much at all is my guess. And she is certainly not knowledgeable enough to handle elegance in the higher circles of the haute ton. It is just as well, Leathem, that she should remain here. I expect to be recovered from my fall by next Season,” Lydia continued. “By then, I shall do my best to secure a good future for her.”

	Lydia paused and waited for her nephew’s reaction.

	When her nephew’s response was not forthcoming, Lydia pressed on, her tone coaxing but sincere. “Leave her with me, dear boy. I enjoy her company. I may even be able to tolerate her silly abigail.” Lydia grimaced. “The thing is, Lilianne expressed reasons she felt uncomfortable living in your London house." Lydia’s tone sounded slightly more aggressive. “I believe she will be unhappy there, Leathem, but if you leave her with me…well…she is country bred, and seems comfortable and content here. She and I have come to a meeting of the minds. And I think we’ll do fine together. Besides, you need to accustom yourself to having a wife again.”

	Gavin listened as his aunt counseled him not to force his ward to come back to London with him.

	He didn’t reply immediately, but took time to consider her words.

	At his age, he need not marry for land, wealth, or alliances. He came to believe that love in its romantic form was unreliable and comprised of false illusions—like a child’s fairytale. Some form of affection, taken with a grain of salt, seemed the wise course if one is to be content when wedded. He proposed to Emily Dancy mainly because of Lilianne. And now, of all things, his ward refuses to come out. Because of it, there was no reason for Emily to remain as her governess. Or become his wife and his countess either. None of it would be necessary. Emily recently acquired wealth along with an elevated status just because of her connection with her mother’s relatives. She was now independent.

	Perhaps, except what occurred last night.

	And he had changed.

	Emily was not as beautiful as his former wife, but she was quite pretty, intelligent, compassionate, and comfortable to be with, besides being extraordinarily courageous. Neither was she as naïve as he surmised. He recalled again at her commonsense, her candid way of thinking for one so unsophisticated. It reflected in her maturity. Was that another reason he offered her a marriage bargain?

	If he was honest to himself, Gavin admired Emily from the beginning. Other things about her also kept him awake at night. It dawned on him that he never need fear betrayal by Emily the way his first wife did. There was no guile or guilt inherent in her mannerisms, behavior, or words.

	I think I must find a way to keep her. No matter what.

	* * * *

	Gavin rose from his bed the following day without sleeping well. Pacing his room, his thoughts were caught up in a messy tangle of words and deeds. He burst out too quickly regarding his betrothal announcement upon their arrival at his aunt’s. Emily agreed to remain as Lilianne’s governess, but, in truth, she never accepted his marriage proposal. Even after he lost his wits and showed her how things might be between them when they wed.

	He strolled into the breakfast room this morning and found Lilianne as its sole occupant.

	She flinched subtly when he entered, but she allowed a tiny smile to greet him. “G’morning, my lord.” Lilianne was uncomfortable sitting across the table from Leathem.

	“Er…good morning, Lilianne,” he responded.

	“I hope you slept well, my lord.”

	He mumbled an affirmative although he had lain awake for hours, his mind creating, then dismissing schemes to coax Emily into becoming his wife.

	“My aunt surprised me last night, Lilianne, with news concerning your desire to remain here in Oxfordshire with her rather than return to London with me.”

	Lilianne pulled in a nervous breath, pressing her lips together for a moment. Finally, she answered, “My lord, I know your responsibilities were forced upon you by my parents’ will. I had no knowledge it was their wish. It had never been mine.”

	Gavin said nothing, and remained quiet. It seemed he was learning to listen and wait for what came from females these days.

	“I was truly grateful when you took me in, Lord Leathem. Even more so, when you hired Miss Emily to tutor me. I’m country bred like my parents were. And I like living in the country. I never dreamt I’d be living in London nor seeking a husband there.”

	Leathem flipped his coat’s tails away and lowered himself into a chair across the breakfast table from his ward. “Go on. Finish,” he said tersely.

	“I’m comfortable here, my lord. Your aunt, Lady Parcells, is…well, someone—a lady I greatly admire. Perhaps…”

	“Perhaps what?” he interjected.

	Lilianne swallowed twice to loosen her throat muscles. “I believe Lady Parcells and I are very much alike, no matter our ages. And I may not marry at all. At least, very soon.” With that brief comment, Lilianne laced her fingers together on the table to stop them from trembling. She found the courage to meet the earl’s ebony gaze.

	Gavin was silent for a time, his eyes lingering on his ward’s anxious countenance. Finally, he said, “Then don’t worry, Lilianne. I won’t force you to return to London if it is not your desire. But you must realize that I, too, have a certain duty to see you settled. Your father’s will takes precedence over all else.” Gavin held Lilianne’s gaze for a long time before he continued. “You may remain here with my aunt for now. You have both of our permission to do so—until next Season. Then, I expect to see you in London. You will be presented to the queen, make your bow to society, and seek a suitable husband. That done, I shall have done my duty written in your father’s will.”

	Eyebrows arching like a raven’s wings, Gavin peered hard at his ward. “Promise, Lilianne, that you will adhere to my wishes.”

	* * * *

	If Earl Leathem wants a promise, then with all honesty, Lilianne wasn’t sure she could give him one. She’d spoken at length with Lady Parcells the past few days, and they hit it off. They conversed as if they were granddaughter and grandmother. Her fondness for the aging noblewoman grew stronger by leaps and bounds. When they spoke, questions and many things became apparent. Things she wanted to experience when Lady Parcell reminisced with her about years she spent in London. Reading more about those years took hold of Lilianne’s eager mind, and she became engrossed in reading for hours at a time. She never read a novel until she wandered into Lydia’s library on the second day of her visit and picked up a book that thoroughly intrigued her. She knew how to read, but never took time nor a desire to do so. Now she devoured books on Lady Parcells’ library shelves. Lydia had also purchased Lilianne suitable writing materials when she excitingly mentioned her goal was to become a published authoress.

	In the breakfast room, Lilianne crossed her fingers so tight together they turned pale beneath the tablecloth. She nodded, even knowing she probably couldn’t keep the promise the earl had asked her for. She’d rather remain in the country…and write novels. Excusing herself now, Lilianne left the earl to eat his breakfast alone. She hurried up to the second story and tapped lightly on Emily’s room.

	“Miss Emily?” She pressed her lips against the oak panel and whispered, “Are you awake?”

	“If that is you, Lilianne, come in,” Emily answered. “I’m just finishing dressing.”

	The two young women hugged again, eagerly. It had been days since they parted in Mayfair.

	“How was the duke’s house party, Miss Emily? Was it as wonderful as you thought it would be?” Uninhibitedly, Lilianne plopped herself atop the bed’s rumpled bedclothes. “Tell me all about it, please?”

	“Oh good heavens, Lili! So much has happened since I last saw you. I don’t know where to begin.”

	“Is it true, though? Are you really betrothed to the earl? And gracious, me, how did that happen?”

	“It came about because of you.”

	“Me?” Lili squeaked, her eyes wide, her brows arching in stunned surprise. “I don’t understand.”

	“Leathem wanted Lady Parcells to sponsor your come out, but then—”

	Lili interrupted, again forgetting her proper manners. “I know that, Miss Emily, because Aunt Lydia broke her ankle, and now it’s hard for her to get around. It’s possible to do so in her rolling chair, but besides—”

	Emily interrupted her this time. “Lili! Listen to me. The earl still need someone to sponsor you. There’s more to tell, but I can’t sponsor you if we are not wed.”

	Lilianne’s expression twisted into a horrified grimace. “You? But—you can’t! Don’t you see! I’m not coming out! I’m not going back to London with you. I’m staying here with Aunt Lydia! Oh, Miss Emily, the earl promised!” Lilianne groaned, jumping up from the bed and wringing her hands in front of her.

	“Who promised?”

	“Leathem. Just now. I spoke with him only minutes ago.”

	“And what did he say?”

	“He said I may stay here with his aunt until next year.”

	Emily sucked in a breath. The news had even astonished her. She gasped. “Unh, that is certainly a surprise!” She swallowed, mumbled what sounded like, “Or I must be badly mistaken.”

	Emily turned aside.

	I hate it when I don’t know what to do!

	Then it dawned on her. If Lilianne didn’t come out, she didn’t need a sponsor. And the earl didn’t need her to become his countess.

	Now I can visit Wilma. In London. Or I can go to Lesser Bodem and visit my grandfather.

	Both destinations led east from Oxfordshire.

	“Lili, I must ask you to excuse me. I-I think I had best continue to pack my things.”

	“Why so soon, Miss Emily? You aren’t leaving? We didn’t have time to talk!” Lilianne’s pretty face crumpled, showing her disappointment.

	“I’ll let you know a little later what’s happening. I promise.”

	“But…you said you are marrying the earl—”

	“First, I must speak with Leathem. Excuse me, please.” Emily nudged the girl toward the door.

	Confused at what was happening, Lilianne left.

	Emily backed into the room, and stared blindly at her open trunk. Confusing thoughts tumbled through her head. She had donned one of her newer gowns for her chat with Leathem’s aunt today. Now, depending on what she needed to hear from the earl, she may instead need a change of traveling clothes.

	* * * *

	Emily discovered Gavin still sitting at the breakfast table. He had just poured himself a fresh cup of coffee when he noticed her standing in the doorway.

	He rose to greet her. “Good morning, Emily. Did you sleep well?”

	“Quite well, Leathem.”

	He pulled out a chair for her. “Will you join me?”

	When she did so, he offered, “Shall I fix you a plate? Porridge? Eggs? Ham? Or perhaps, kippers or sausage?”

	Yesterday’s lunch had been a cold collation she had only nibbled on. Last evening she had been too weary to do justice to the food his aunt’s cook provided. Now she was famished. “Eggs, please, and a slice of ham. Some toast and jam. And a pot of hot tea, if I may.”

	Gavin prepared her plate; a footman soon arrived with a teapot of freshly brewed tea. Emily wondered how to broach the news she heard from Lilianne, but the earl brought it up himself.

	“I understand,” he said, clearing his throat and returning to the table with her food, “that my ward wishes to stay in Oxfordshire with my aunt for a time, instead of returning to London. So, if you like, we can leave here in another hour and head for London. I had a more comfortable carriage readied for our trip.”

	Emily inhaled a small breath. “Leathem, I changed my mind.” She gulped down a quick sip of tea. “I’m not sure I wish to return to London. Since there is now no reason for me to remain her governess, nor sponsor Lilianne.”

	Gavin looked surprised and irritated as well. “What? What do you mean, Emily? You can’t renege. You promised to return to Town with me.”

	Emily’s mind flew back to when he showed her wicked, erotic things that she now knew went on between a man and a woman. Things belonging in a marriage bed. Naughty things. Things Wilma did with her husband.

	Leathem lured her with masterful kisses, touching her like no man ever had—and she enjoyed every moment. Such delicious, wicked pleasure! She forgot her maidenly resolve. She never once begged him to stop…well, not until…but by then…he had leapt from the bed, explaining lovemaking must wait until they were wed. He said her reputation had not been ruined, because only she and he knew what took place. She made up her mind then to accept his offer, but didn’t tell him outright. His announcement to his aunt jolted out of her, but she didn’t argue the point. Now, everything was different. Drastically changed.

	Emily did not allow her feelings to show on her face. Speaking precisely and succinctly, she said, “Lord Leathem, I’m sorry, but I won’t be going to London with you. I’ve decided to visit my grandfather in Kent instead.”

	"You can’t renege! Why would you do something like that?” His words huffed out filled with annoyance. “I mean…I thought…well, after last night, I thought you agreed to—”

	“My lord, what I agreed to was that I would accompany you and Lilianne to London, and stay with her until she makes her debut. But it seems it isn’t going to happen. Until next year. So, I’ve made up my mind to visit my grandfather and get to know him better.”

	A strained silence stretched between them. “I see,” Gavin responded slowly. A deep frown gouged his forehead. “I take it your mind is made up, Miss Dancy.” It was a statement, not a question.

	“Yes, my lord Leathem. Lady Parcells is more knowledgeable about London’s doings than I could ever hope to be.”

	The atmosphere in the morning room had changed drastically. Even their tone of voice and the use of formal address sounded cool and even chilly.

	Gavin didn’t wish to show his disappointment although he felt a swift kick in the gut. Initially, he was dumbstruck by Emily’s pronouncement. Frowning, he slowly replaced a half full cup of coffee in its saucer. He still wanted Emily as his wife and countess. And his lover. No matter what. He was convinced she had feelings for him after their lovemaking last night in Reading. But this morning she blithely said she would rather visit her grandfather and not return to London with him. That she simply changed her mind.

	Dratted, all flighty women!

	“However, my lord, I wonder if you would be good enough to allow me to travel with you as far as Kent? There I can hire a coach and driver to take me the rest of the way to Lesser Bodem.”

	A better idea—one more inviting—jumped into Gavin’s head. Sagely, he nodded. “Of course, you may travel with me, Miss Dancy."

	“You’re very gracious, Lord Leathem. I appreciate your kind consideration.”

	Emily had no way of knowing where exactly in Kent their journey would end. But the earl must know a safe place to leave her so she could continue to her grandfather’s abode.

	Gavin did. But he was damned if he’d let her off the hook that easily. Reject him and his marriage offer would she? Ha! Never! Not since he made up his mind to keep her as his countess.

	The decision made, their meeting concluded—not satisfactorily to his way of thinking—but Gavin arose from the breakfast table. “I’ll meet you out front at my carriage.” He drew a gold pocket watch from his waistcoat and glanced at its face. “Forty minutes from now should do it. Be ready to leave by then. We face another long drive.” He itched to get going now that he knew where they were headed. This drive would take them to Wrotham.

	Emily threw down a napkin, excused herself, and hurried upstairs. The earl had astonished her with his quick about face. He sounded more autocratic, more aristocratic, this morning. Much like he was when he hired her. Of course, he was used to being obeyed by those in his employ, which, for the moment, she still was. She never actually resigned from her governess position.

	Emily changed into traveling clothes. She yanked on a bell pull for a footman to come and deliver her trunk to the earl’s waiting carriage.

	Emily had said her thank yous and goodbyes to Lady Parcells earlier.

	Together on the front steps of Leathem’s aunt’s mansion, Emily clasped both of Lilianne’s hands and squeezed them hard. “I promise to write to you, Lili, but you must promise to write me back. And often, do you hear?” Emily smiled warmly at her young charge. “I need to know you are well and learning much from Lady Parcells. She knows everything there is to know about London, its etiquette and how you must behave when there. There are somethings I am not as wise about not having lived long in London myself.” Emily smiled sadly. “Lady Parcells will be of major help when you finally come out. And, I hope Lilianne, we shall see one another if I am in London, too. If that happens, it would be lovely to watch your debut!”

	“Where shall you be in the meantime?” Lili asked.

	“I’ll be at my grandfather’s home in Kent. We just recently found each other.” Emily smiled a little more brightly. “He is somewhat ancient and also rather crotchety, but Squire Morrow is my last, real family, and I want to get to know him better while I still can.”

	“Oh…Miss Emily, I’m going to miss you awfully.”

	“I’ll miss you, too, Lili, but remember, you mustn’t forget to write.” She hugged the girl again, and stepped into the earl’s fancy traveling coach.

	Gavin had waited, mounted on Pegasus. He tipped his hat to those watching them depart, and trotted ahead of the carriage going east. Gavin did not share the carriage with Emily. However, he told her they would need to stop overnight again before reaching Kent.

	Emily dozed as the carriage rolled along the uneven dirt roads, mesmerized by acres of planted fields and lush greenery. She woke up from a nap wondering if she was doing the right thing. Remorse crept over her, triggered by the sudden decision she made this morning. The earl seemed unprepared by her change of plans. Did he expect her to marry him even though Lili no longer needed him as her sponsor? Her heart turned somersaults in her chest. Of course, once she was settled in Lesser Bodem with her grandfather, she would likely never see Leathem again. Could she live with that thought? Gavin Fielding would never be easy to forget. He had been her white knight, protecting her from harm. Should she change her mind? Could she?

	She never loved Kendall, but she cared deeply for Leathem. She often wondered what real love felt like. It felt strange, because she missed him already although he was right outside riding his horse. Perhaps, after lunch, he would ride inside the carriage with her.

	But he didn’t.

	It was almost dark when the driver reined to a halt in front of the Blue Boar, the same inn where they stayed two days ago. The driver settled the horses and had them fed. Meanwhile inside, Gavin and Emily were again greeted by a tasty meal and clean, rented rooms.

	Dawn came bright and clear the next morning. Awakened by knocks on both doors, Gavin and Emily dressed quickly and ate a hearty breakfast. Gavin was anxious to reach Four Towers. Gavin helped Emily into his carriage and went to throw a leg over his stallion. Soon they were off again, traveling southeast.

	 

	


Chapter 26

	THE setting sun slowly dipped behind the low hills of Wrotham village, a flaming palette of color, stained with vivid shades of gold, carmine, and orange soon faded into a deep purple sky. The earl’s driver trotted the tired horses between two massive stone pillars, ironbound wheels crushing the white clam shells as they rolled along the wide drive. Emily glanced outside. She recalled the massive stone pillars and the long carriage drive to the earl’s ancestral mansion, Four Towers where they stayed overnight before returning to the Carlisles’ house party from Tunbridge Wells. Was that only days ago?

	At the manor’s front entrance an impressive fountain sprayed water twenty-feet high. The house itself was built of gray stone. Odd-sized windows dotted its otherwise plain façade. A tower stood on each of the four corners, rising several stories high and topped by crenulated stonework. Wide stone steps led to the double doors banded by polished brass. A massive knocker was set in the center of one panel.

	Several footmen in dark green and beige livery hurried down the steps as the carriage came to a halt. Leathem dismounted, brushing dust off and doffing his top hat. A groom claimed Pegasus’s reins. “Peters, man,” Gavin greeted him. “We’ve come a fair distance. Give the lad a good rubdown before you put him away.”

	A footman let down metal steps and opened the carriage door. Emily stuck her head out, and looked around. Gavin held out a hand and helped her down.

	“My lord,” she said. “I can’t believe I was here a week ago. I had no idea this was where we were going when we left your aunt’s.”

	“We earned a rest from our travels, Emily. Come inside. Let me get you situated.” The earl’s butler waited at the front entrance. He greeted the earl with a smile and a hearty welcome. “My Lord Leathem, I’m glad to see you back so soon.”

	The butler dipped his head in Emily’s direction.

	“You remember Miss Dancy, Garters, eh? She’s staying with us for a few days. Please have Mrs. Ringer show her to the Gold bedchamber. And have her trunk taken up immediately.”

	Gavin next turned to Emily. “Join me for a bit of refreshment, Emily?”

	Emily nodded. Gavin led her down a wide hall from the foyer to a door at the rear of the mansion. He opened a paneled oak door into a small, but exquisitely decorated parlor. A marble fireplace graced a prominent spot between gold velvet drapes. Deep green walls reminded Emily of the earl’s study in Fielding House. A Turkish carpet lay beneath the elegant furniture. Plump pillows in shades of gold and green, some patterned and others plain, were piled on chairs and two curve-backed couches.

	Garters followed Emily and Gavin into the room. “Shall I pour you a brandy, my lord?”

	“Yes, if you will. And pour a sherry for the lady.”

	Emily unclasped her cloak, and untied the ribbons on her bonnet. She laid the garments on an armchair. Smoothing her coiffure, she idly strolled toward the tall windows. Gavin’s eyes followed her as Garters approached her carrying a silver tray with a crystal glass of tawny-colored wine.

	“Miss Dancy? Your sherry?”

	“Oh!” She glanced sidewise at Leathem, being reminded of the amount of wine she’d gulped the night they stopped at the Blue Boar Inn.

	“One glass won’t hurt you, Emily,” Gavin said, his lips forming an avuncular smile. “Drink it, but sip it slowly. I know you must be as weary as I am about now. A small glass of wine will ease the ache in our stiff muscles after our long journey.”

	Emily picked up the wineglass and sipped at it.

	“Do you care to sit?” Gavin offered, gesturing to a pair of wingchairs facing the hearth.

	“No, thank you. I feel as if I’ve grown roots after sitting in carriages for so many days. Do you mind if I look around?”

	“Of course not. Do as you please.”

	Gavin ambled to the fireplace, stretching a muscular arm along its marble mantel. He watched Emily as she meandered around the room’s perimeter. She paused in front of two large portraits hanging side-by-side on one wall. When she said nothing, Gavin explained, “My father and my mother, Lady Mary Leathem.”

	“Oh, of course. And I see a clear resemblance to your father. I must say, both of your parents are quite handsome, Lord Leathem.” She turned and smiled, facing him. “When were you made earl?”

	Gavin straightened up, gazing briefly into his brandy snifter as he swirled the golden liquid inside it. “Two decades, minus four months before that. My parents died together in a carriage accident on Cornwall’s heights. The coach turned over and slid down the cliffs into the Atlantic and took them with it.”

	“Oh, dear me! I am sorry,” she murmured quietly. “I know how you must have felt. My parents were lost in a similar way, only a short distance outside of Toynton-under-Hill.”

	“Yes, I heard that much, so, you see we harbor painful memories in common.”

	Emily’s gaze met sympathetic eyes. “Yes,” she muttered. She turned back to a wall of bookshelves across from his parents’ portraits. “Am I correct, Leathem? You have no siblings?”

	When he didn’t reply immediately, she glanced over her shoulder, an eyebrow curved in question.

	“None that lived, I’m afraid. I had a younger brother. Unfortunately, he didn’t survive beyond infancy.”

	“Again, forgive me, Leathem. I am terribly sorry if I brought up painful memories.”

	“All of it was a long time ago, Emily. You may ask whatever you wish about me or my family.”

	“It wasn’t my intention to probe—”

	Before she could finish, the earl had swallowed his remaining brandy and put the glass down. “It’s why I brought you here.”

	The wine had helped as Emily sipped at her sherry, but now Gavin removed the half full wineglass from her fingers. “We can talk later. Let me show you to your room. We dine at seven o’clock. Oh, and I asked Mrs. Ringer to send a maid up to help you. I’ll rap on your door when it’s time.”

	* * * *

	As good as his word, a round-cheeked maid dipped a curtsy and greeted Emily.

	“My name is Dorra, Miss. The housekeeper, Mrs. Ringer, sent me up here to help you. I done unpacked your trunk and hung yer clothes in the wardrobe. Should I press out a gown for ye?”

	Without answering the young maid, Emily walked to the bed and slumped tiredly atop it. Weariness and depression hit her at that same moment. What she needed most was a hot bath, and a change into something soft and less confining, and then to relax. Her corset chafed uncomfortably after sitting in the earl’s carriage for almost two days. Plus, she needed to do some more deep thinking.

	Sometime ago she thought that she understood Anthony Kendall. But she was a babe in the woods where it concerned London men and how they behaved. She knew even less of worldly men, older men, like Leathem. But instinctively she knew Leathem would never disparage her like Kendall had. The earl was honorable and upstanding—a born gentleman. And he was her hero. If only she knew his true feelings, then perhaps, she could confess hers, and accept his offer even though her conscience still pinched at her with anxiety and trepidation. She did feel relief when Leathem brought her here instead of leaving her where she would need to hire transportation to her grandfather’s.

	“I think not, Dorra.” Emily answered the maid’s question. “Please have someone make my excuses to the earl. It has been a long and tiresome journey from Surrey to Oxfordshire to Kent and I’m worn to the bone.” Emily exhaled out loud. “I would be most grateful, Dorra, if you would order me a hot bath. I am weary and next I look forward to a light supper and a good night’s rest.”

	“Aye, Miss, I can do all of that for ye. Right away.”

	Afterward, a sleepy-eyed, Emily bade Dorra an early goodnight.

	* * * *

	Below-stairs Leathem and the butler were advised that Miss Dancy preferred a tray in her room and would retire for the night. Garters arranged a place setting in the small back parlor for the earl’s meal. Gavin had hoped to share supper with Emily. He scarcely spoke with her during the last leg of their journey. And as much as he had wanted to ride in the carriage with her, he stayed perched atop Pegasus after she announced she would visit her grandfather.

	During their travels across England, Gavin had come to realize he had been damned lonely for almost two decades. Nothing fulfilled him, even a string of lovely and willing mistresses during those many years. When his wife cuckolded him, he believed true love had deserted him for good. Love, he mused, was a painful and fleeting emotion. So, he vowed not to get trapped by the parson’s mousetrap again.

	He felt different now, didn’t he? Why had he been so damned stubborn and bloody stupid during those lonely years? He could have been married and not wasted two decades. Perhaps, even happy and content. Instead, he had buried notions of a happily ever after deep down inside him, because he thought all of that was lost to him. The more he thought about it now, the more he regretted how foolish he had been. Marrying Emily Dancy could make up for those lonely years. Dare he speak his true feelings to the snip of a girl who might trample his heart beneath her half boots a second time? Humiliated by a deceiving bride, he gave up on marriage. But maybe he had finally matured—even gained wisdom and fortitude enough to change his life. Maybe he could devote his days and nights to making his wife happy. Even start a family.

	* * * *

	Emily rarely heard bird calls in London. Now beneath her bedroom’s windows melodious chirping had awakened her. She fell asleep quickly last evening as if she had been thumped on the head. As she came awake, visions of the earl flashed through her mind this morning. She remembered blabbering at him one night at the Blue Boar Inn. Their conversation had been hazy, but she knew she suffered through another horrible nightmare. Again, Leathem had rescued her. Images—when he touched her and comforted her with kisses—paraded through her mind’s eye. She wouldn’t mind at all if he…

	A light tap on the door erased the wicked images from her mind.

	“Is that you, Dorra?”

	“Aye, Miss. Are ye ready for me? I brung ye a pot of tea, a plate of toast, and a jar of jam for ye to nibble on b’fore comin’ down to breakfast.”

	“Then please come in.” Emily chuckled. “Your feathery friends woke me. I awoke much earlier here than when I lived in Surrey, for some reason.”

	Dorra had taken one of Emily’s gowns away with her last night to press out the wrinkles. After Emily drank a cup of tea and nibbled on toast rich with thick fruit preserves, the maid assisted Emily into the dress. She brushed Emily’s raven locks and fussed with a few calcitrant curls before tying her long tresses back with a wide ribbon.

	“Is the earl at breakfast?” Emily inquired.

	“Aye. He asked for ye, Miss. Wanted me to rap on yer door to see if ye was awake.”

	“I slept deeply. So much so I can’t believe how long."

	“Well, now, Miss, there ye go.” Dorra smoothed Emily’s coiffure, giving her hairdo one final pat. “Yer as pretty as them birds singing outside yer window. The earl’s waitin’ for ye in the breakfast room.”

	“Er, Dorra, I’m not sure I remember how to find my way to the breakfast room. Will you show me?”

	The maid giggled, waiting in the doorway for Emily to follow her. Dorra bobbed a curtsy later downstairs, and left her at the breakfast room’s doorway. Emily poked another errant curl underneath the satin ribbon before she walked across the threshold.

	Gavin sat at a round table, a London newssheet spread open in front of him. He seemed engrossed in flipping pages as he read the latest notices from the Metropolis. He hadn’t yet looked up or noticed Emily, so she took a moment to observe him.

	Mixed dark and silver strands had been brushed back from his broad brow, but some curls inched forward. He disturbed them by slashing long fingers through them. Thick eyebrows met across his forehead as he read. He carried a delicate china cup to his lips, sipping at the steaming liquid. His left hand wore a heavy, gold signet ring when he wiped heavy linen across his damp lips, dropping the serviette casually again atop his lap.

	Emily stood quietly and studied him a little longer. This morning he wore a dark green, superfine jacket. Crisp linen and a loosely-knotted cravat circled his neck. She noticed an emerald stickpin edged with gold nestled in the pristine cravat. The well-tailored jacket was complimented by a waistcoat in a lighter shade of green.

	The earl looked up finally when Emily stepped across the threshold. He rose quickly and pulled out a chair at the table for her.

	“May I peek?” she asked, walking toward a large mahogany buffet containing several covered dishes.

	“Of course.” He joined her at the buffet. Holding a plate, he lifted each cover to tempt her, until the plate was full. Then he escorted her back to the table. “I’m glad you’re hungry, because I planned a busy day for us.”

	“Oh?” She glanced up, quizzically, meeting his gaze.

	“I haven’t been here much of late. I stayed in town when Lilianne arrived, so it’s time I came and visited my tenant farms. And, since the weather is warm and sunny, I hoped you will accompany me. By the way, do you ride?”

	Emily shook her head. “No, m’lord, I’m sorry, I don’t. My father kept two carriage horses, but no hacking horses.”

	“Umm, that’s too bad. Well, never mind, I shall teach you one day. But for now, my curricle will do.”

	How long did he expect her to stay? Certainly not long enough to teach her how to ride? She spread a serviette over her lap, picked up her fork, and began to eat. She was quite hungry. She spoke little as she ate and drank two cups of hot tea. The earl had remained at table with her, finishing another cup of coffee, and entertained her with small talk and reading out loud about Polite Society’s latest scandals in the London papers.

	After breakfast, Emily returned to her room to don a more appropriate outfit. A perky bonnet with a tiny, curled feather matched the dark brown, ribbed wool she chosen for their drive. Her wardrobe was not extensive, but what she purchased was appropriate for an open carriage ride in the country. She was buttoning a short jacket over her blouse when Dorra returned. “The earl suggested ye might want to don sturdy walking shoes if ye have them. Otherwise, I can find a pair ye can borrow.”

	“Where in the world are we going?” she wondered out loud. Her brows arched with the rhetorical question. Nevertheless, she dug inside her trunk and brought out the brogues she packed to visit her parents’ graves in Surrey.

	The earl was waiting when Emily descended the wide steps of the manor smiling brightly. “’Tis indeed a fine day for a drive, my lord. I’m glad you chose an open carriage. I would hate being cooped up again on a lovely day like today.”

	“I’m glad, too. We shall spend the day in the fresh country air.”

	Gavin helped Emily onto the high seat of the fancy curricle. The flashy bay gelding hitched to it tossed his regal head as if he were raring to go. Black leather harness with shiny, metal fittings tinkled like tiny bells as Gavin picked up the ribbons. A liveried groom held control of the horse until Gavin took charge of the high-spirited animal.

	“Where are we going, Leathem?” Emily queried. “I wore my walking shoes as you suggested.”

	“I thought to offer you a tour of Four Towers. So, yes, we may do some walking later.”

	For an hour or more the earl talked about his estate, its tenants, and their families as the curricle drove past quaint, stone cottages, kitchen gardens, planted fields, and outbuildings belonging to each tenant farm. It seemed odd to Emily the earl didn’t stop to visit. Wasn’t it the primary purpose of their drive? Nevertheless, she was thoroughly enjoying the warm sunshine and the country atmosphere.

	Several of the tenants hooted to the earl, waving greetings as they passed by. Gavin waved back, but kept going. They drove over narrow, dirt lanes, trotted across fallow fields belonging to small farms dotting the earl’s rolling acres, and now halted in what Gavin told Emily was a portion of the home farm. Leathem reined the gelding in an open glen crossed by a shallow stream and ringed by tall maples.

	His high-strung carriage horse had finally settled down during their drive. Tethered to a low branch, the bay snorted through his nostrils, lowered his aristocratic muzzle, and daintily nipped at the lush greenery growing in the secluded glen. Sunlight filtered between the tall maples’ leafy branches, sketching strange patterns of light and shadow on the grassy banks of the gently flowing stream.

	“I did better today,” Gavin commented, reaching for a wicker basket and lifting it from behind the curricle’s seat.

	“You brought real picnic fare?” Emily giggled, remembering the uninspired lunch they shared on the way to Oxfordshire.

	“I did,” he said with a grin. “Mrs. Ringer assured me we would be well fed with what’s inside this basket.” Gavin helped Emily down, again grinning boyishly as he escorted her to a sunny spot near the stream. She looked around while he shook out a blanket and spread it on the ground.

	“While we’re standing here, do you want to stretch your legs? Take a short stroll along the stream?”

	“I’d love to,” Emily responded.

	“When I was young,” Gavin was saying as they walked, “this was my favorite spot of all on Four Towers.” He had doffed his hat and tossed it onto the ground cloth before their walk. Unconsciously, he reached down and captured Emily’s hand, and pulled it onto the crook of his elbow. “I often came here with friends to fish for any wily trout swimming in the stream. As I recall, there was astronomically fine angling here every summer.”

	Emily glanced up at him, her gaze meeting the earl’s mesmerizing eyes and chiseled features, captured by a sharp stab of sweet awareness. She loved him…if only she were certain he felt the same way.

	Strolling along beside the stream, chatting animatedly about his home and his early life, Leathem seemed an utterly different man from the peer she met in London. Or even in Surrey or Tunbridge Wells. He seemed younger, looked more relaxed, and smiled often.

	“There was a stream very much like this where I grew up,” Emily said, sadly remembering the boy who drowned in it when fishing. She tried to dismiss that recollection because it also reminded her of her uncle. She didn’t want to think about Eustace ever again. “I’m not sure,” she said, “if there were many fish in that stream, but I suppose there had to be.”

	Leathem was especially charming and talkative today, so Emily continued to ply him with questions, leading him on to tell her more about himself. He answered with unusual candor, regaling her with stories about his youth and upbringing. He mentioned his fondness for sporting events, the elaborate galas held at Four Towers by his parents, and of course, London’s Seasons and their’ festivities that he attended before and after his widowerhood. Listening to him, Emily’s innards cramped. She realized how much she would regret if she never saw him again. He had opened himself up to her today, more than ever before, while her love for him had deepened, flaming higher than anything she felt for him. Alone with him, listening to him talk, remembering when and how he had kissed and caressed her, haunted her. Pressure was again upon her to agree to their bargain marriage.

	Gavin pressed her open palm onto his forearm. “Did you like what I’ve shown you today, Emily?”

	“What is there not to like, Leathem?” She beamed up at him. “Your estate is beautiful.” Emily withdrew her hand from his arm and leaned back against a sturdy maple. Slowly she untied the satin ribbons holding her bonnet on. With a girlish, unconscious gesture, her tresses escaped their ribbon. Perfume, flowery shampoo, and female essence wafted to Gavin’s nostrils on the light breeze.

	“If it were up to me, I would never stay in London any longer than necessary,” she stated, firmly. “Or perhaps to visit friends. Instead, I would rather live at a place like Four Towers or a cozy spot that nestled amongst open spaces, but with lots of trees I could see from my windows.”

	Was she hinting?

	Leathem leaned close but she suddenly jerked away from the tree trunk. “Oh, Leathem, will you look at that?”

	She had a charming giggle. He loved hearing it.

	Emily pointed to a green frog sunning himself on the stream’s bank. Twisting to look over her shoulder, she asked Gavin with a soft chortle, “D’you s’pose that slick little fellow might turn into a prince if I kissed him?”

	Gavin responded with a grave smile. “No, I doubt it.” His expression was sober as he slowly pulled one of her gloves off, letting it fall to the ground. He smoothed her slender fingers with his, caressing them with long strokes before touching the tip of his tongue to her palm and pressing an unexpected and fervent kiss in the center.

	Queer shivers curled up Emily’s arm. Gavin’s mouth was hot and wet on her skin. Meeting her gaze, his coffee-colored eyes bonded with hers, intimately, and very, very wickedly.

	“Are you hoping for a prince, Emily?” he asked, his deep baritone rough with a different feeling in it, his piercing gaze tied to her face. “Or would a mere earl do?”

	Emily suddenly slid her hand from his and threw both of them around Gavin’s neck, kissing him full on the lips.

	“God help me, Emily,” Gavin gasped, surprised by her unusual forwardness. He wrapped his strong arms tight around her, pulling her against his roused erection, showing her candidly of his desire for her. “Sweeting, do you know what you do to me?”

	“Oh my…” Emily sputtered as a loss of words shut her down.

	"Let’s go back to the blanket,” Gavin muttered. Moving quickly, he led her to it. After they settled on the ground cloth, Gavin uncorked a bottle of wine and poured them each a glassful. Hastily, he gulped down his and stared over at the fast-moving stream. “Damnation, Emily!” He quickly leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

	He startled her, but she yearned to be kissed more thoroughly. Leathem’s charm, his masculine allure, his earlier devastating kisses had sizzled through her blood like wildfire. She knew she may lose her wits, just like those moments ago at the maple tree. There she had been as brazen as any country hoyden after he licked her palm.

	She whispered low, “Just now, Leathem…you only kissed my cheek. Why?”

	“I wanted to do more, but…” He dragged out the words, and pulled back before lowering his mouth to hers again, as close as a breath.

	Emily’s eyelids drooped when she pressed her mouth against his and kissed him back. Gavin responded eagerly. Their kiss deepened. His arms whipped around Emily, locking her against him. She sank easily into his embrace. His kisses stole her breath. Her senses were reeling, searing her nerve endings with renewed desire. When Leathem lifted his head and broke away from her, Emily saw the same heated desire flaming in the large pupils of his eyes, dragging her back into dazzled incoherency.

	Gavin ran knowing hands over Emily, urging her backward to the spongy ground beneath the ground cloth. Her plush breasts crushed against his chest. His erection poked at her belly.

	Knowledge sent quivers of anticipation lancing through Emily. Heat pooled low in her torso. Her core throbbed, ached, needing to know what it felt like with him inside her—to experience love in its most intimate form. Broad palms fondled her breasts. And then the earl was kissing her again, taking his time, his kisses more devastating, more passionate, and arousing her desire for more.

	“Unh…” Emily swallowed. Leathem was heavy lying half atop her. “Lea-them, what are you doing? “Seducing you, at last, my dear.” His calm response answered her question. “Shall I stop?”

	If she stopped him—told him to stop—and she knew he would, she would never know what it was to make love with a man she cared for so deeply and admired so tremendously. She might never feel love again, not like this. Leathem was her forever-after hero. If she left Four Towers, nothing would be the same without him. It had been so easy to leave Tony Kendall and excise him from her thoughts.

	When Emily didn’t reply, Gavin released a deep sigh and said, “I should have known I’d be in deep trouble the moment you walked into Fielding House. But allow me to explain things, dearling. And please listen closely.” Gavin peered into her eyes. “I knew nothing about true love at age twenty. Nor was I taught how to go about in a marriage and how to make it work.” His lips curved into a wry smile. “That was ages ago. I’ll soon be forty. And I hope I finally know how a good marriage should work.” Gavin dipped his head and took Emily’s mouth in another flaming kiss—sensuously and achingly sweet. He whispered, “Am I succeeding in seducing you yet, Emily, my dear?”

	“Uhh…I think so, my lord,” Emily murmured, her voice low, her words brazen. “But I must tell you something else right now. You are crushing me so hard I can scarcely breathe.”

	To her surprise, Gavin sat up, and struggled out of his jacket.

	Emily waited.

	Not planning this but Gavin couldn’t dismiss a golden opportunity when it arose. Why not make the most of it? Why not take Emily’s innocence here and now and make her his? He’d be foolish not to claim what was readily at hand. His eyes gleamed black as pitch; his next kiss was dark and powerfully possessive. A claiming.

	“I knew I couldn’t let you go,” he whispered hotly against her mouth.

	“I-I don’t want to go, but—”

	Desperation flooded through Emily. She forgot her proper English upbringing, the ladylike behavior and mannerly reticence bred into her that her mother taught her. Instead, she hurled her young, aching heart at Gavin. She loved him. He was years older and worldly-wise, but she never thought of him as anything but kind and wonderful after she knew him better. Her breath hitched, a tiny sob escaping from her tight throat. She didn’t wish to live alone; she didn’t want to leave the man she loved.

	“Oh, Gavin…” She groaned, exhorting him to do something about it.

	Leathem tried to hold back but her response had undone him. He was no longer the honorable suitor who would only touch gently and kiss chastely. His powerful need for Emily grew out of hand after suffering that last long drive from Oxfordshire to Four Towers in which he avoided her company.

	“Yes,” he breathed heavily. “Yes, dammit, I want you, Emily. I need you. Fool that I am, I think I wanted you the day we met.”

	Gavin fumbled to undo the buttons down the front of Emily’s garment, easing it off her shoulders. Pushing the neckline of her blouse low, he exposed her chemise. His hands were adept but possessive, as if she belonged to him already. Caressing her, her pouting nipples molded against his palms.

	Pleasure rose fast and sweet inside Emily when Gavin nuzzled her and took a nipple in his mouth, suckling it through the fabric of her chemise. “Ahh…” Emily moaned low, enjoying the delicious quivers Leathem sent through her. Exciting sensations. Her breathing escalated with each potent suck of his hot lips, every scalding lick of his tongue. When he gently bit down on a nub with the edges of his teeth, a jolt arced between her thighs. He pressed a tender kiss atop her breast afterward in case he bit too hard.

	Emily hoped to experience passion of the sort that Wilma enjoyed with Lord Harry. She never expected it would happen with Leathem. Now she waited on tenterhooks, waiting for him to show her what Wilma only hinted at. Tremors rippled across her skin, piling atop one another.

	Gavin removed his cravat and tugged his shirt off, and now he had removed half of Emily’s clothes, and shafts of warm afternoon sunlight now highlighted her breasts through leafy gaps between the maples. Emily’s nipples gleamed rosy and prominent, drenched by Leathem’s saliva. “God, Emily, please let me—!”

	A feral groan escaped from deep in his chest. “Ohh, yes…”

	Emily reached up and touched her lips to his ear, to his neck, and licked one bare shoulder.

	“Don’t stop, sweetheart!” Leathem exulted. “Touch me where and when you want. Kiss me anyplace, too. I want you to!”

	Hands trembled as Emily’s fingers smoothed over Gavin’s naked skin, a broad, muscular torso—warm, resilient flesh, not soft and squishy like hers, but powerful and hard—like nothing she ever touched before. Pleasure heated her cheeks. She kissed his chest, nuzzling her nose in the dark, curly hairs sprouting there and got a whiff of male sweat and spicy cologne. A flat nipple hardened when she licked it with her tongue. His reacted the same way hers did. Wasn’t that interesting?

	*

	Gavin jerked when she took his nipple into her mouth. “God help me, Emily! Stop that or I’ll be no good for anything else!”

	His rampant erection now poked at the soft leather of his breeches. He struggled to hold off his release. He had to go slow and pleasure Emily first so she came. Then perhaps she could accept his enlarged cock with only minor pain. His penis was a good-size, thick and hard, and she was a virgin. Dammit! He dare not botch Emily’s first carnal experience because she made him as randy as a green beginner!

	Gavin swooped a wet tongue across her stomach, inching the hem of her gown and petticoats higher. At first she had pushed his hand away when he pried her thighs wide. “No.” Gavin scolded her gently against the smooth skin of her belly. “Let me love you, Emmie. Let me pleasure you, my dear. I promise to go slow.”

	Emily mumbled her acceptance after hearing his promise.

	He stuck the tip of his tongue into her navel and swirled it inside.

	Soon nothing existed but Gavin’s hands and mouth. A long, blunt finger pushed through the dark pubic curls drenched by her arousal, as he probed between her spread limbs.

	Finally, she’s wet and ready.

	Gavin stroked over the small flange of swollen flesh, his knowing fingers tantalizing, caressing. Teasing. Circling it as it swells. He knew he couldn’t prolong this or he’d come in his breeches. So he wiggled two fingers inside the spot behind her sex organ. His thumb massaged the hard pearl again while he pushed deeper inside her slick vagina. He stroked in and out, maintaining a perfect rhythm.

	Emily clamped her eyelids shut. She waited in anticipation for something she never knew existed. She opened and closed her fingers with the same rhythm as Gavin’s stroking. She couldn’t stay quiet when new sensations were driving her wild. Nothing ever felt like this. She tossed her head from side to side. She wanted—needed—whatever was just around the bend. She wouldn’t stop Leathem until she found it.

	Emily dragged Gavin higher onto her breast. He suckled a breast eagerly, his fingers still stroking the most intimate part of her body. Stimuli taunted her; her body vibrated like a harp’s strings. She panted, then held her breath. Something was happening!

	Gavin sucked while deepening his thrusting finger inside her vagina.

	Sensations swamped Emily, exploding deep and fast after what started as a kiss beneath the maple tree. She thought she would break apart into a thousand pieces. Unforgettable pleasure spiraled through her—a turbulent river of new sensations. Her body convulsed, alive with tremors. Again and again, ripples streaked along her nerves as she climaxed. Residual, pleasurable twitches continued, until finally, completion poured through her. She felt as limp as a flower bud someone forgot to water it. Emily lay quietly on the ground cloth, without enough strength to move. She was amazed how wonderfully delicious and satisfied she felt.

	Emily opened her eyes slowly, exhaled, then sighed, while gazing up at Leathem. He lay atop her, his hips wedged between her spread thighs. Hunger gleamed in those coffee-colored eyes as he stared down at her. He gave Emily a moment’s respite from her orgasm, but she sensed he needed something, too.

	Gavin rose up and took his thick erection in his hand, rubbing its satiny head against her wet sex. “Relax, sweeting,” he soothed, his words soft and coaxing. “What I do next will only hurt for a moment.”

	Emily braced herself as he pressed his man part inside her, inch by inch, slowly but surely penetrating her until his rigid phallus filled her rather uncomfortably. Her breathing hitched; she whimpered a little. But Leathem had persisted, expertly guiding his penis inside, Pain had shocked her with a single powerful thrust. She gasped out, but by then, he was fully seated inside her.

	She knew only a part of what to expect after speaking with Wilma. She winced. It hurt initially, but now that her body accepted Gavin’s male part, it didn’t feel too bad.

	Gavin exhaled after he penetrated her vagina. He now whispered reassurances and praise against Emily’s cheek, but he didn’t stroke her yet. “There’s more pleasure to come,” he promised, his warm breath tickling her skin.

	“Then show me, Leathem,” she whispered back.

	Gavin raised Emily’s buttocks off the blanket, locating her pleasure spot again. None of this was new to him. Twenty years ago, when he was a randy young man, he enjoyed plenty of sexual experiences under his breeches’ flap, but even during his wedding night, he sometimes wondered if he had been the virgin instead of his bride. Unforgettable and unhappy memories of his marriage, still galled him. Although it should be water under the bridge after two decades, he still tried to erase them from his memory bank. He had lain with reams of willing bed partners during those intervening years. But he never before seduced a virgin; he, copulated only with willing wives, sex hungry widows, or well-paid whores and courtesans.

	Gavin now stroked inside Emily. Gently. Unhurriedly. His accurate thrusts and undulating rhythm massaged Emily’s pleasure spot. He went slow, as not to frighten her. He would love her again when she knew more. He’d teach her what married intercourse truly felt like—to be enjoyed wholeheartedly between uninhibited, consenting lovers.

	Emily squealed unexpectedly when a new sensations caught her unaware. After a few more quick, deep strokes of Leathem’s thrusting cock, another climax exploded through her—flashes of light erupted behind her eyelids against a background of midnight velvet. Her quivering body floated unimpeded across a pulsing universe. She lost her grip on reality when her vagina convulsed.

	Emily’s climax milked Gavin’s cock. His hips jerked spastically, his seed gushing in a rapid stream into her womb. He sank deep into her, groaning with an overdue release until he felt as weak as a babe. He collapsed on top of Emily, panting rapidly as if he had run a mile uphill.

	They both were breathless.

	He had fucked her, and she was his. Nothing could change that.

	Struggling to sit up, Gavin whispered, “Sweeting, are you all right? I tried not to hurt you.”

	Her eyes open, she smiled dreamingly up at him. “Unh, you didn’t hurt me, Gavin. Not really.”

	“Thank God! It’s the last thing I wanted to happen. Are you sure you’re all right?”

	“Umm hmm.” She blinked her lids hazily. “But do you mind if I lie here for a little while?”

	He drew in a rough breath. Satisfaction glowed inside him. For almost two decades, he never felt such deep sexual contentment. He had to make certain there would be more times like this when they were married.

	“I’ll help you back on with your clothes, sweetheart. Then if you’re sleepy, you can take a nap.”

	“Yes. Please.”

	Leathem adjusted her clothing. He pulled on his shirt, waistcoat, and jacket and lay down next to her, drawing her into his embrace. “I want you to know that my bargain wasn’t made simply because of Lilianne,” he said quietly, staring up at the cloudless, blue sky through the swaying maple leaves. Making love prods one to confess, whether in the dark, or under an umbrella of towering branches, but Gavin murmured things he never expected to utter.

	“I was a crass coward to give up on romance and marriage all those years ago. I wish…I need…to marry again. I learned that much just recently—but only marriage with you, Emily. Now that we made love, I can’t wait for you to stay with me. Forever. Don’t think of reasons not to marry me, darling girl, but, instead, just say you’ll accept my proposal.”

	Gavin bent and placed a tender kiss on Emily’s temple.

	Emily’s eyelids were shut, her breathing, low and rhythmic, but she never answered him, never stirred, apparently already deep in slumber.

	Leathem muttered, “Ahh, well, my love, I confess I am truly, madly, crazily, deep in love with you.” He sighed before whispering, “Sleep now. I will wake you when it’s time to go.”

	Love had been long forgotten until Cupid’s arrow pierced him in the gut when he saw Emily being held with a knife blade against her throat in Grafton’s office. Protectiveness, fierce and unrelenting, flashed through him. He wanted to kill the man who pricked her lily-white skin.

	It was at that precise moment when his sensible, comfortable reality became topsy-turvy.

	True love snaked into him without him knowing it. Was it because he liked hearing Emily saying his name? Were her girlish giggles that made him want to smile and laugh with her? Was it knowing she was pleased with him even if she sometimes frowned at him? It meant embracing her and wanting to kiss her many times over. It was being able to allay her fears when she was distressed by nightmares. And showing her how very much he needed her.

	He would be the luckiest man on earth if Emily Dancy married him and stayed at his side for the next half century. Did she know how much she came to mean to him? He needed to tell her that was in his heart, then pray she would speak the same words back to him.

	 

	


Chapter 27

	“I’LL secure a special license so we can marry quickly,” Gavin announced without preamble when they settled into the curricle on their way back to his mansion.

	“What?”

	“I’ll write your grandfather and have him brought here posthaste, so he can give you away.”

	Shocked into silence, Emily hadn’t even protested.

	Gavin urged his gelding into a brisk trot toward Four Towers. He deposited Emily back inside the mansion’s foyer, and excused himself. She removed her bonnet with its perky feather and walked in a daze up the central stairs to her bedchamber, aware of a new feeling between her thighs. A reason had finally hit her.

	He is writing Squire Morrow right now, I think, she muttered to herself. Good heavens, what will my grandfather think when he learns I am rushing headlong into marriage without his approval?

	Emily flung the door to her bedroom open and went inside.

	Dorra stuck her head over the threshold when Emily came in from her drive with the earl. “Mrs. Ringer ordered me to tidy up Lord Leathem’s room as well as yers. Did ye enjoy yer outing with the earl, Miss Dancy?”

	Only then did it dawn on Emily that the master’s bedchamber adjoined hers.

	“His lordship spent most of his time in London lately,” Dorra chatted on. “So we don’t have a full staff. I was hired as an upstairs maid, but I’m yer lady’s maid, too.”

	“I see,” Emily responded vaguely. Her thoughts flew in so many directions that she scarcely paid attention to the maid’s aimless chatter. She and Gavin had spoken very little on their drive back to Four Towers after they made love. Stunned by Leathem spouting his sudden wedding plans for them, he never mentioned love as part of the bargain. Quite to the contrary, he was feeling responsible after he broke through to her maidenhead. In truth, she had given herself to him willingly because she loved him, and because she wanted to know what it felt like to love a man physically as well as emotionally. So, no words of love were spoken between them. She felt only a deep ache inside her, hoping someday he might love her and would tell her so.

	Leathem had chatted with her during the long drives they shared, rolling across the English countryside, but never once did he uttered the words, I love you. She didn’t truly want to marry him unless she never heard those three words—the words she yearned to hear. Now Dorra pothered about Emily’s bedchamber, straightening knickknacks on tabletops and plumping pillows. Once again, Emily reminded herself why she didn’t agree so readily to marry Leathem. He never said those three words, even when his body was inside hers. Was it because he didn’t love her enough?

	“Miss, are ye feeling all right?” Dorra interrupted Emily’s worrisome thoughts.

	“Unh…Dorra, I’m…fine. What were you saying?”

	“Well, ’twas a while back we heard the earl had a ward staying with him in London. Something about a family will, I think. He was s’posed to fire the gel off on the Marriage Mart.” Dorra giggled. “We all tho’t at first ’twas ye, Miss, that was his ward. But then we learnt it was someone else altogether.” Dorra’s big blue eyes blinked at her. Curious and nosy as a child, she babbled on. “Mrs. Ringer thinks there may soon be a new countess here at the Towers.”

	Dorra’s sharp eyes flew toward Emily, but she didn’t respond to the maid’s hint. Instead, she slowly unbuttoned her jacket.

	Servants know more about Leathem’s wedding plans than I do.

	“Can I help you with that jacket, Miss?” Dorra asked, her plain countenance beaming.

	“Yes, if you would, Dorra. And will you locate my robe? I wish to rest here for an hour before teatime.”

	A knock on Emily’s door a little later had the maid tiptoeing inside. She carried a silver tray with her. “I brung yer tea up here, Miss Dancy. The earl went out. Don’t know when he’s due back, but I was told not to expect him here for supper. So, I tho’t ’twould be more cozy-like fer ye to have yer spot o’tea here instead of sitting alone belowstairs.”

	Emily had to smile. The girl may be nosy, but she had a kind heart. “Thank you, Dorra. You are kind to think of me. And while you’re at it, if it isn’t too much trouble, please ask Cook if a tray can be sent up here for my supper as well?”

	“She’ll be happy to do that, Miss. Now, enjoy your tea.”

	* * * *

	As soon as he and Emily returned from their picnic, Gavin wrote two brief letters. One he gave to his head groom, instructing him to hand deliver it to Squire Morrow in Lesser Bodem early on the morrow.

	“If the old gent agrees to come back with you be sure to wait for him. Drive him here as quickly as possible.”

	Emily was of age, but Leathem still wanted Henry Morrow’s consent to wed his granddaughter. The crotchety curmudgeon was Emily’s only blood relative, so it was only proper that Gavin secure his permission. Besides, Morrow should be present at his granddaughter’s nuptials. Not that Gavin would delay the wedding if the ancient codger declined the offer to come to Four Towers.

	His second note was sent to Viscount Harry Porter and his wife at their London address. That invitation requested they stand up as witnesses at the marriage of Emily Dancy and Gavin Fielding in Kent four days hence.

	Done with those two chores, Gavin had Pegasus saddled and rode him into Wrotham to meet with the church’s vicar. Less than a week ago, they learned Emily’s parents had been wed there and she was christened there. Visits to Kent and Percy Grafton’s office proved Emily’s legitimacy. The earl asked Reverend Rathbone to secure a Special Marriage License from the Archbishop on his behalf—and added a hefty donation, of course, to sweeten the pot. The license from Canterbury had arrived. After that brief meeting, Gavin stopped in at the Green Duck Inn in Wrotham to toast his nuptials with a few of his tenant farmers and the town’s business citizens.

	Several hours later, Pegasus made the way back to the Tower’s stable with the earl uncomfortably slumped forward on his saddle.

	* * * *

	“Eh? What’s that ye’re tellin’ me, woman? A wedding?” The squire grumped noisily when his housekeeper announced he had a visitor from the Towers’ Earl of Leathem. “Ye say the earl’s getting hisself leg shackled, eh? And he wants me to witness it? Harumph! It’s about time,” Henry cackled, slapping a thigh. “He’ll be wanting an heir soon, too, I expect.”

	Henry’s housekeeper repeated her words a bit louder this time, aware the squire’s hearing wasn’t as sharp as it used to be.

	“’Tis your granddaughter what’s marrying the earl, Squire,” the housekeeper repeated again, this time more loudly.

	“Eh, what’s that yer spouting? Grace’s daughter? She’s about to wed Leathem?” Henry spit out the rhetorical question, but he looked astounded. “When the devil did that happen?”

	“Squire, ye need to go to Wrotham to find out. The man from Four Towers said the ceremony is to be four days hence. Earl Leathem even sent his carriage to drive you there.”

	“Is that right?” Henry’s normal frowning countenance beamed for a change. “Dammit, I knew I liked something about that young man. He’s titled and rich, eh? Well, good for Gracie’s girl! Snagged a peer, d’she? Splendid!”

	“Are ye goin’ or not, Squire? Shall I pack a bag for ye?”

	“Of course, I’m going, woman! D’ye think I wouldn’t miss my own granddaughter’s nuptials?”

	* * * *

	Meanwhile, in Wrotham, Garter’s gravelly voice interrupted Gavin’s fantasies. He stood next to the earl’s four-poster, hands clasped behind him, and peered down at the large man in the bed. “M’lord Leathem, ’tis rather late in the day. Are you awake?”

	Sleepy-eyed and growling under his breath, Leathem grabbed a goosedown pillow and yanked it over his head. “Dammit, go away. Do you hear me, whoever you are? It’s too damned early to rise.”

	“My lord, it’s me, Garters. It’s past eight of the clock in the morning. You told me to wake you even earlier, but I couldn’t get a rise out of you till just now.”

	Silence.

	“I say, my lord? Can you hear me?”

	From beneath the goosedown pillow, a few coarse epithets sullied the silence in the earl’s bedchamber.

	“Lord Leathem—”

	“Bloody hell, Garters! I hear you, man! Don’t shout. My…ahh…God! My head is splitting.” Gavin groaned louder. “Quick! Do something to help me! I need coffee. Hurry, dammit, bring me a pot of strong coffee. Hot and black. And be quick about it, blast you, before I die from what’s ailing me if you don’t get here fast!” Another muffled groan escaped from underneath the pillow. “And water, lots of hot water…arghh! God, I must stink! I need a bath and a shave, too. Hurry!"

	The butler yanked on a bell pull beside the bed. Within minutes, a footman appeared at the earl’s door. Garter ordered a pot of coffee and a hip bath, and sent a second footman scurrying for medicinals. From his medicine chest, Garter concocted a vile potion—one that was tinted a bilious shade of green.

	Gavin dragged himself upward to rest his spine against the bed’s carved headboard.

	Garter handed him a utensil filled with something that bubbled and foamed.

	“My God! What is that?” Gavin’s dark eyes bulged a bit wider when he saw what the butler handed him.

	“It will cure your throbbing head, m’lord. Best not look at it, just drink it down. And swallow it quickly.”

	Leathem noticed a twinkle in the eyes of his servant. He almost gagged at the noxious potion, ready to dump the horrible stuff out on the carpet. “Damn you, Garters! I see you’re smiling! This had better work!”

	The earl pinched his nostrils closed and downed the bilious-looking liquid in one long gulp. A horrified grimace crossed his countenance as he wiped a shaky palm across his lips. Then, slowly, he slumped back against the headboard and groaned. Eyes clamped shut, the throbbing in his head persisted. “Don’t ever bring me that vile dose again,” Leathem warned.

	The butler remained standing next to the bed suppressing an amused expression. “Never mind, m’lord, you’ll be feeling better in an hour or two, I promise.”

	“I had better be, man, or I’ll send you packing!” Gavin shuddered.

	Smiling, the butler assisted Gavin out of bed. A hip bath and several buckets of steamy water had arrived. Gavin’s valet was at Fielding House in London, having driven with the Porters’ into Town from Surrey. A duke’s valet before he was hired as the butler at Four Towers ten years ago, Garters expertly shaved Leathem and got him bathed and dressed with no further fussing.

	Nodding gratefully at the butler, Gavin muttered, “I have to believe you’re a damned magician, Garters.”

	“Thank you, my lord,” the butler responded quietly, his lips wearing a satisfied smile. “Is there anything more I can do for you?”

	“Yes, I believe there is.” Gavin grimaced again. “Remind me from now on to stay away from the Green Duck Tavern in town.”

	“Aye,” Garters chuckled. “I’ll see to it.”

	Gavin left his bedchamber a new man, thanks to his butler’s ministrations. Having neglected estate business at Four Towers for more than a month, he now headed to his study, summoning his steward to meet him there.

	* * * *

	Dorra delivered a pot of hot chocolate, a pitcher of heavy cream, a plate of scones, a crock of butter, and a jar of marmalade. Emily had requested a bath, and Dorra helped her, sitting in front of the hearth to brush her hair dry afterward.

	“Ye got real pretty hair, Miss,” she said, admiring Emily’s long, shiny tresses. “I like the color.”

	“My hair is not that unusual, Dorra.” Emily smiled. “My friend, Lady Wilma Porter has beautiful blonde curls. My hair is simply very dark. But thank you for the compliment.”

	Sweeping another brush stroke through the waist long strands, the maid asked, “What are ye doin’ later today, Miss? Are ye seeing the earl?”

	Emily paused. Will I be? she wondered.

	“I’m not certain.” Earlier, she had glanced longingly out the window at the bright morning light filled with warmth and sunshine. “I used to take long walks when I lived in Surrey. Perhaps I’ll take a short stroll through the earl’s gardens.”

	I hope Leathem’s gardener has not planted rose bushes, she thought, remembering the Duchess of Carlisle’s vast garden.

	“Please, Dorra, will you find me a suitable bonnet and shawl in the wardrobe. I feel in need of a breath of fresh air.”

	* * * *

	The earl’s large traveling coach halted at the entrance of Four Towers later that afternoon. Gavin’s head groom let down the metal steps then yanked open the door and helped Squire Morrow to his feet, breathing heavily. The old man’s bony knees creaked after sitting still for several hours. Carrying an ebony cane, he squinted up at the earl’s mansion’s stony façade. He grunted in what sounded like approval and stepped out of the carriage, leaning on his cane.

	“Take your time, Squire,” the groom urged, holding the elder man’s elbow as they mounted the stone steps. “I believe you may be on time for tea, sir.”

	Gavin greeted Morrow in the mansion’s foyer, shaking the Squire’s gnarled fingers warmly.

	“Thank you for coming, Squire Morrow. I hoped that you would. Your granddaughter will be extremely glad to see you, I’m sure. But first…come inside where we can talk. There is a comfortable chair in the back parlor and small fire in the hearth. We can speak uninterrupted there.”

	“Aye, Leathem. I believe we must. I’m curious why you decided to wed my granddaughter. I was acquainted with you both only a few weeks ago, and now…”

	“I shall explain, Squire.” Gavin escorted Emily’s grandfather into the parlor and shut the door behind them. “Would you like a brandy, sir?”

	“Aye, and don’t be sparing with it, young man. I ain’t used to such a long drive, and my ancient bones ache like the devil.”

	Henry settled into a wingchair facing the hearth and made himself comfortable, leaning his cane against the chair’s arm.

	Meanwhile, Gavin poured French brandy into a crystal snifter. He wasn’t interested in imbibing himself after yesterday’s bout of liquid congratulations that he suffered at the Green Duck. But he handed the glass to Morrow who drank deeply.

	Henry glanced up at the earl who rested an arm on the mantle. He began to ply the earl with questions. “Well, now, spit it out, Leathem. I want the whole story. My granddaughter is of age, but I may have some influence with her to cancel the nuptials if they don’t make her happy. Or me neither.”

	Half hour later Gavin finished explaining most of his and Emily’s history to her grandfather. He described her bad experiences with her uncle, her employment at Fielding House, their subsequent encounter at the Duke of Carlisle’s house party, and their current visit at Four Towers. He went on to mention that he offered Emily marriage two weeks ago, but he didn’t elaborate on its conditions. And of course, he forgot to bring up their unchaperoned trips driving across half of England, or their consensual lovemaking.

	Morrow listened intently, his faded blue eyes locked on the earl’s face.

	“I must tell you something, Leathem,” Morrow said, pausing. “I’m not anxious to let young Emily go. I just discovered I have a long lost granddaughter. I would like to keep her with me for a while.”

	“Nor am I willing to lose her, Squire,” Gavin responded, his statement curt and spoken firmly.

	“Perhaps, I should speak with my granddaughter alone, Leathem. Is she here?”

	“Of course. Stay where you are. I’ll find her and let her know that you are here.”

	A short time later, the earl held the door open for Emily as she hurried across the room, smiling when she saw her grandfather. Leathem waited a moment on the threshold before leaving and shutting the door quietly behind him.

	“Grandfather! Oh, my gracious, I am so glad to see you again.” Emily halted in front of Morrow, her expression beaming with surprise and delight.

	“Well, then, shouldn’t ye give an old man a hug?”

	“Yes, of course, Grandfather.” And Emily threw her arms over his shoulders and lightly kissed the wrinkled, whiskered cheek. She straightened up, still smiling.

	“Well, now,” the squire said, his aged-spotted hands gripping the chair’s arms. “I hear you are to marry Leathem. Is it true?”

	Emily hesitated. “I suspect so.”

	“Well, that’s an odd answer, gel! You surprise me! Don’t you want to be a countess?”

	Emily hesitated. “I-I’m not certain that I should be! I care for Gav—I mean, the earl. But being a countess terrifies me.” Emily suddenly dropped to her knees next to the Squire. “Grandpapa, I don’t know at all what will be expected of me—”

	Morrow squinted at her from beneath bristling silver brows, eyes the same color as his deceased daughter’s and his young granddaughter’s crystal orbs. Emily’s eyes had no sparkle in them. Instead, they appeared clouded by anxiety and trepidation.

	“Child, is that what’s worrying you?”

	“Yes. I s’pose it is.”

	“Then don’t fash yourself, gel.”

	The old man’s raspy voice sounded kind and consoling—nothing like the time she first met him.

	Morrow went on. “Listen closely to what I tell you, eh what?”

	Emily nodded, watching her grandfather’s face.

	“Did you know your mother, Grace, was raised to be a fine lady? Your grandmother, Mary, was born into an aristocratic family, and she wanted her daughter to grow up that way, too. Grace…well, she married a man more to her liking. But by all that is holy, you, my dear, are a lady. I won’t allow you to think otherwise. Never believe you are not good enough to be Leathem’s countess. Or his wife. You are, because he believes that you are, or he wouldn’t offer to make you one!”

	Emily sighed audibly. “But I was his ward’s governess…and…”

	“So what?”

	“Well…I…” She dodged meeting her grandfather’s eyes, then hesitated and said, “But I should like to know something else, Grandfather.” Her blue eyes held his. “I heard you disowned my mother. Did you? And if so, why? Was it because she loved my father? Or was it simply because he had no title and was a lowly born cooper?”

	The old squire sat back farther in the chair. He drew a deep breath into his lungs before replying to Emily’s question. “I loved your mother, child. And yes, much of it was because I didn’t think your father was good enough for my Gracie. I wanted her to marry up, not down. I wanted her to marry a gentleman, a peer, not a common tradesman.”

	The Squire seemed to pull himself together. “Your mother broke my heart when she ran off with John Dancy. I didn’t…couldn’t…forgive her because of my own reasons. It almost killed my Mary when I sent Grace away. Even after I realized the pair were in deeply love and bound together. Years later, I thought about what happened and what I’d done. I never should have done it. I made a terrible mistake. By then it was too late to forgive and forget. I suffered every day since.”

	Henry’s rheumy, blue eyes peered deep into Emily’s as if pleading for understanding. “Your grandmamma never forgave me. She pined away for our only child…until I lost her, too.” The old man’s eyes had flooded with tears, light from the hearth glistening inside them beneath his thick, gray eyebrows.

	He is sorry for what he did, and I’m glad I can forgive him.

	“Of times I watched my mother with tears in her eyes, Grandpapa, when she gazed into the far distance. I think she was sorry, too, because of the misunderstandings between you. Not because she didn’t love my father, because I know she did. And I know she loved you and Grandmamma as well. I believe she knew she had hurt you both by running away."

	“So much of that was my fault, child,” Squire Morrow continued sadly. “I was hidebound and damned stubborn, so full of my own consequence that I wanted my Gracie to wed someone higher with status. Not John Dancy. I wanted her married to someone like Leathem.”

	“But my parents loved one another, Grandpapa, and they were happy, I know that, even though they argued. But they always made up the next morning.” Emily finished her words with a sad smile.

	“Well, my dear, I’ve said my piece. And I believe the earl has more to say to you. Just remember that I want you to be happy and safely settled. Then I’ll be content. If this is not the kind of life you want or the person you don’t wish to marry, you must tell me now. But I strongly suggest that you pay close attention to what Leathem has to say. He seems rather fond of you.”

	“Grandpapa, whatever the earl told you…I don’t want him forced to marry me.”

	“Forced to marry you? I think not! He never mentioned any such thing. He offered you a rather odd marriage proposal, but I believe he truly wants you as his countess. Leathem is a noble gentleman, my dear. Because of it, he will keep his part of the bargain whatever it is.”

	“That’s what he told you?”

	“Not exactly.”

	Just then, Gavin tapped on the parlor’s door, wedging it open a tiny bit.

	“Squire Morrow, I believe it is my turn. I wish a few minutes alone with your granddaughter.”

	“I was about to leave, Leathem.” The Squire turned to Emily. “Here now, give your old Grandpapa a helping hand up, gel.”

	Emily assisted Morrow up as he grabbed for his cane and struggled to stand up.

	“Will someone show me to my room, Leathem? My old bones need to rest for an hour or so. By the way, when is supper served?”

	“Seven o’clock, Squire,” Gavin responded with a grin.

	“Well, then, I shall see you both later, eh?” He cackled under his breath as he hobbled across the carpet toward the hallway door. “And, Leathem,” Morrow said over his shoulder, “you had best explain yourself to my granddaughter. I haven’t yet granted you my full approval."

	Gavin watched as a footman assisted Morrow up the central stairs to his bedchamber.

	The earl then shut the door to the parlor and flipped the key in the lock and turned to face Emily.

	*

	Emily remained standing in front of the hearth after her grandfather left and faced Leathem across the width of the parlor. He stood with his back against the thick, oaken door.

	“I have more to say to you, Emily—”

	She raised a hand to interrupt him. “And I want to know what you told the Squire about us.” Her tone was sharp-edged, sounding to her own ears.

	Gavin drew in a slow breath, a minor frown wrinkling his brow.

	“What about us?”

	Emily ducked her chin and stared at her hands clasped in front of her. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what I mean, Leathem. When you…when we…made love in the glade yesterday.”

	“Why would I tell your grandfather that?” he drawled, a mischievous tone lurking in his words.

	Emily’s chin snapped upward this time to meet the earl’s worldly glance straight on. “Answer me this, Leathem. I believe y-you made love to me in the Blue Boar, too.” She shook her head as if dismissing any forgotten images from her mind. “And you kissed me more than once on the Duke of Carlisle’s balcony.”

	“At the Duke’s party I only began to think about making love to you,” he explained. His lips quirked up one corner of his mouth.

	“Ohhh…you—”

	“Forget about those maidenly histrionics, my dear. What you say is quite true. But, as I recall, you never protested. As a matter of fact, I believe you liked what I did. If not, you must tell me. Are you quite unhappy that I made love to you?”

	She wasn’t going to answer that. Instead, she said, “All right, Leathem. But Wilma told me—”

	“Heavens! I would like very much to hear what Lady Porter told you.”

	Emily huffed in a short breath. “Well, if you must know, Wilma said older men like you—those who marry young and are unhappy because of it—usually don’t marry again unless they need—”

	Wiping a half smile off his lips, Gavin interrupted her. “Need what? What else did Wilma say, Emily, about older men like me?”

	“Wilma said you probably offered me a bargain marriage because…” Emily swallowed hard. “Oh, never mind. I would rather not say anything more.”

	Gavin approached Emily like a panther stalking his prey, halting less than a foot away from her. Faltering, she took one step back, her light blue eyes looking wary. Then she realized she was too close to the hearth. The low flames warmed her backside, but she couldn’t move forward because Leathem stood too close, his dark eyes staring down at her.

	“Does Lady Porter like what Harry does to her? Like the things I did to you yesterday?”

	Gavin reached out and ran a caressing fingertip across Emily’s cheek, sliding it lower and along her bottom lip. He pressed down until her mouth fell open. Before Emily could say anything, he dipped his head and covered his open mouth with hers. His tongue plunged behind her teeth. Emily didn’t stop him; she never had willpower enough to stop him. She surrendered silently to his ardent kisses and caresses when one of his big hands slid high along her torso and captured a breast. A knowing thumb rubbed across a nipple already anticipating his touch.

	“How about this?” Gavin whispered. He nipped at an earlobe and pushed his wet tongue inside her ear. “Did she tell you about that? Does it give you the shivers when I do that?”

	He was right. She shivered. Sensation rolled through her. She couldn’t breathe normally. When Gavin lightly pinched an aroused nipple between his thumb and index finger, she gave an audible gasp. “Ohh, God, Gavin…please—”

	“Darling girl, don’t worry. I know exactly what you need,” he chided, a worldly smile stretching his lips as he peered into her crystal gaze. “I knew what you wanted yesterday. It took you a while to make up your mind, didn’t it? But you are going to marry me, sweeting. You can’t deny me any longer. You’re mine. I made certain of that.”

	Dark eyes glowed fiercely behind the thick, ebony lashes. “I’ll tell you…just listen, sweetheart, hmm?” He kissed the tip of her nose and moved away a little. He gave her a boyish grin.

	Emily’s poor heart thumped hard beneath her ribs; she had no idea what he planned to say.

	“I want us to be together, Emily. Every single day.” He paused. “And especially, every night. So you must agree with me now, Emmie, because I can’t let you go after we made love.”

	Hearing him using her friend’s childhood nickname and what he was hinting at, a new hope made a wide path to her heart.

	“Say you will be my countess. Better yet, say you’ll be my wife. I don’t want our marriage to be ‘convenient’,” he went on. “I’m here to love you whenever you want me to—morning, noon, or night—as long as I have the stamina to make you happy.” He chuckled wickedly. “In our bed…on a picnic blanket or anyplace else you name.” He winked at her. “Do you know what I’m saying, dear heart?” He bent and nuzzled his nose in her hair.

	She barely nodded, captured by his hypnotizing words.

	“I promise I’ll make you happy. And I shall be eternally grateful if you consent to be my wife, and my countess. It doesn’t matter if we are here at Four Towers or Fielding House, I want you with me, at my side, in my bed…each and every night.”

	He waited for her response. When she said nothing, he said, “Must I seduce you again? Or do you believe what I’m saying is sincere?”

	Emily grabbed a handful of his ebony curls and yanked Gavin’s head down to hers to devour his mouth. Pulling in a breath, she cupped Gavin’s smooth cheek with disarming tenderness. Her eyes shone with a light so warm that they glowed like a beacon. “When Lili decided not to come out,” she murmured, “I was sure you would withdraw your offer. In Surrey I only agreed to help you launch her debut, and then…”

	Gavin took Emily’s chin in strong fingers and smiled down at her. “My darling girl, I thought at first we would only need agree to a business agreement.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead, adding tiny kisses that closed her eyelids. “Desire, my love, the powerful kind I haven’t felt for years, soon devastated me. I had to make you mine, because all at once it made sense. Can you believe that? I never thought I needed someone…someone to love…and someone who’d love me back. When I realized it was you I needed, I had to do something about it.”

	Oh, God! He does love me!

	“Love was an illusion that I never believed in. An unrealistic fantasy. I was a damned fool for twenty years until you came into my life and changed it, making it better without even trying. No woman ever did that, so I think I fell in love with you on the day you walked into Fielding House for an interview. I didn’t know it then, but I fought my feelings even after I offered you a marriage bargain at the duke’s house party. Not until your damned uncle pressed a knife against your neck did I realize how much I needed you in my life. At that moment, if he had hurt you, I would have killed Dancy with my bare hands.”

	Emily’s blue eyes filled with tears as she clung tightly to Leathem. “Gavin, even I didn’t know how much I loved you. Not even that day in Mr. Grafton’s office,” she whispered against his cheek.

	It was all the invitation he needed. Gavin kissed Emily’s trembling lips again and held her even tighter, the lush weight of her breasts pressed against him. Desire whipped through him, undercutting his self-control. He drove his tongue deep into her waiting mouth, again and again, her essence a soothing balm after suffering twenty years of unrealized loneliness.

	“God, sweetheart…” Gavin groaned. “I love you so much.”

	Then, without thinking, he went down on one knee and captured one of her hands. “That marriage bargain…you know I proposed it for all the wrong reasons. And I never properly asked you to marry me. But I am doing so now. “Emily Dancy, will you do me the great honor of consenting to be my wife? To love and cherish you for the rest of our days together. And while you are at it, dear heart, I know you will make me the happiest man on God’s green earth if you say yes now!”

	Emily sniffled, watery tears filling her eyes.

	Gavin jumped to his feet. “Blast it, Emmie, don’t cry. No tears. Just say yes.”

	Seconds later, Emily threw herself again into his arms. “I was never a watering pot, truly, but—”

	“Just tell me yes, Emmie! Marriage bargain or not, you must know I love you! How could I not love you, my sweetheart?"

	“Oohh, Gavin! Yes! Yes!” She gulped the words out, feeling happy tears making wet paths down her cheeks. “I love you, too, so very much. My hero. My wonderful, handsome, white knight!”

	“Thank God for that,” Leathem whispered, kissing her again quickly. “You’re mine!”

	“But—”

	“But what? You can’t change your mind now.”

	“I won’t. I simply needed to know you felt the same way I do, Gavin. But I may need some help.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I know how to be your wife. But I need you to teach me how to be your countess.”

	Gavin emitted a long, deep breath, tightening his hold on his betrothed. “Not to worry, sweeting. You are going to bedazzle London’s Polite Society with your beauty and your charm and your courage and genuine pluck will do the rest.”

	“Then, my lord, I’ll be your wife first…then a bit later as your countess!”

	 

	


Epilogue

	“Oh, Harry, I crossed my fingers hoping everything would come about, and now it has! I’m thrilled and so happy!” Normally, Wilma should be jumping up and down like a giddy schoolgirl, but she suppressed her girlish enthusiasm knowing she was increasing. However, she could still squeal with childish joy, the air in the Mayfair town house filling with her exuberance.

	When she finally calmed down, Wilma asked, “Harry, do read me Leathem’s letter again!”

	“Of course, m’dear. Let’s see…hmm…the earl writes-

	The Hon. Viscount Porter, Lord Harry Porter & Lady Wilma Porter

	Should you find yourselves stunned, the following announcement will notify you that Miss Emily Dancy has made me the happiest of men by agreeing to be my countess. It is therefore my earnest desire that you, Lord Harry and Lady Wilma, shall accept my rather sudden invitation to act as witnesses at our nuptials four days hence at Four Towers in Wrotham, Kent.

	Harry guffawed and winked at Wilma before continuing. “Leathem’s a few years older than I, but listen to what else the old boy wrote.”

	I may be a graybeard, but I have purchased a Special License, and I wish to enjoy the benefits of wedded bliss rather sooner than later.

	Awaiting your favorable reply, I look forward to your gracious and speedy acceptance as witnesses at our nuptials.

	Yours,

	Gavin Fielding

	Earl Leathem

	Four Towers, Kent

	“How wonderful now that my dearest friend will to be a countess. How grand! How spectacular! Oh, Harry, we must start out to Kent as soon as possible. Emily may need help with…oh, I don’t know what she may need, but I want to be there with her. Cancel any and all of our current commitments, dear. And do hurry to write a reply to Leathem with our acceptance. Tell him we shall be there with bells on! Oh gracious! I wouldn’t miss this for the world!”

	* * * *

	Emily had written to Lilianne a day after the wedding, explaining what occurred when she and the earl left Oxfordshire. Gavin also wrote his aunt, expressing disappointment that Lydia and Lilianne couldn’t attend the ceremony since it took place almost on the spur of the moment. Lady Parcells wrote back, adding her good wishes as she hobbled about in Oxfordshire, grumbling although she had use of a cane by now. Lydia never once mentioned a trip to London next spring or Lilianne’s debut in the several letters that passed between Oxfordshire and Kent over the intervening months.

	After the nuptials, the earl and countess wished a speedy farewell to Wilma and Harry Porter when the pair left the Four Towers.

	“I hope my dear Harry won’t suffer an apoplexy,” Wilma said to Emily, chuckling.

	Less than three month’s along, Wilma’s pregnancy was scarcely noticeable. "Both of Harry’s sisters had an easy time birthing their babes, but…” Wilma winked at her childhood friend. “I suppose it is different when it is your heir is waiting to be born.”

	They had watched Lord Harry experiencing anxiety attacks each time his wife made strange noises as he jumped to her side to make sure all was well.

	Emily smiled. “Your husband is a dear man, Wilma. You are lucky to have him.”

	“And so are you, my friend. I see how the earl looks at you. He dotes on you, Emmie, and he will do more…as soon as you tell me your good news. You will tell me when it’s time, won’t you?”

	Emily blushed. “Wilma, Harry is waiting for you at your carriage. He’s been pacing alongside it for almost a quarter hour, so you had better not worry him much longer. Gavin is with him, trying to keep him calm.”

	“Until we see each other again, I will miss you, Emily,” Willy said, hugging her friend. “And, dear girl, I am so very happy that we met again after those missing years. It’s wonderful, isn’t it, too, that we were both so fortunate to find our heart’s desire?”

	* * * *

	Several weeks after the Porters left, Emily still remained content to stay away from the hustle and bustle of Town. Gavin had alerted Emily when he came across a very brief article in London’s notorious gossip rag, The Tattler. Eustace Dancy, once accused as a spy and traitor against the King and later exonerated, had been found guilty and convicted of several other nefarious crimes. He had been transported to one of England’s penal colonies. It never stated which one, and neither Emily nor Gavin was interested enough to find out.

	Gavin and Emily would return to London in October when Parliament reconvened. Emily would be presented to the Queen. With both Gavin and Wilma calming her anxieties about that bit of business, Emily felt more at ease. Both promised to help her through the intricacies and rigmarole when she became officially Countess Leathem—and Lady Emily Fielding.

	One lovely day in mid-September, Gavin disappeared into the Four Towers’ huge attic to rummage for something. He wanted to go fishing. He located an ancient wicker creel and several long bamboo fishing poles. He suggested to Emily that they enjoy a picnic at their stream. Of course, Emily agreed and ordered a basket lunch from the estate’s kitchen.

	Gavin tethered his carriage horse in the shade, letting the gelding nibble at grass while Emily spread the ground cloth. She anchored the picnic basket in one corner, then sat down on another and relaxed. She sighed contentedly, inhaling the balmy breeze as it brushed across her shoulders. Visions flashed in her head about their first, passionate lovemaking here in the grove. She smiled dreamily and looked across the sun-spattered glade, watching gurgling water in the stream rush by as it splashed over some large, half-submerged boulders in the stream. Gavin stood on the bank whipping a fishing rod back and forth, a brightly feathered lure attached to the line. Emily giggled, seeing him frown. He was not getting a bite, not even one, as he threw the lure across the water. He looked miffed. Not one lowly trout seemed anxious to snatch at his lure.

	“Maybe all the fish swam upstream, Gavin,” Emily teased, calling out to him. “Why not stop and eat something? You can try later. Maybe some fish will swim downstream to meet you.”

	Gavin shrugged his broad shoulders. “I always catch at least one bloody fish right at this spot,” he grumbled. But he bent down and propped two fish poles against a fallen limb, holding them down with a heavy rock. The two lures twirled, dancing a jig in the foamy waters of the stream.

	Meanwhile, Emily emptied the basket of their lunch. She laid out plates and utensils, a bottle of wine, two glasses, and cloth-wrapped sliced beef, ham, roast chicken, several cheeses, a fresh loaf of bread, and a tub of creamy butter.

	After they ate their fill, Gavin sighed and stretched out full length next to her on the ground cloth. “What did you bring for dessert?”

	With a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, Emily leaned close and whispered, “Me.”

	Not sure he heard her correctly, Gavin sat up fast.

	“You?” An arching eyebrow curled upward. His low burst of laughter sounded wicked. “Well, now,” he responded. “Dessert sounds delectable. I’m looking forward to it.”

	Stretched out full-length on the blanket, Emily winked up at him.

	“Vixen,” he murmured, lowering himself over her.

	Gavin made love to his new wife slowly, tenderly, and thoroughly. Afterward, they lay side by side, satisfied and half sleepy, gazing idly up through the branches of the towering maples circling the glade.

	“What about the fish? And your fishing poles?” Emily asked drowsily. “Did you forget them?”

	“Fishing was an excuse to get you here where I could ravage you in private,” he answered, his lips twitching into a sly, masculine grin.

	She smiled back at him dreamily. “I think I should tell you something.”

	“Hmm…tell me what? Don’t say I didn’t please you. Or, even if I didn’t,” Leathem offered, “we can always try again. As a matter of fact, we can do it again right now.”

	Emily laughed girlishly. “No, not now, because…well, I have a surprise for you.”

	Gavin’s brow wrinkled. “A surprise, you say? Hmm? And what kind of a surprise would that be? A gift? Did you buy me something I don’t already have?”

	“No.” Emily grinned, and sat up. “Well, not exactly. But first I must thank you, Gavin, my love, for the extraordinarily beautiful necklace you gifted me with at breakfast this morning. I shall treasure it always, m’lord.” She hesitated again, frowning just a little. “Umm…unfortunately, you will have to wait for yours. I’m sorry about that.”

	“How long must I wait?”

	“Seven months or there about…”

	His eyes popped wide as he spun around and sputtered, “No!” Gavin grabbed Emily’s shoulders. “Bloody hell, Emmie! My God, do you mean…you’re…I’m…?”

	“I believe I’m increasing.” Her crystal eyes almost matched his wild-eyed expression. She jumped up, and looked down anxiously at her flat belly. “Oh, good grief, Leathem, I hope you wanted this child, because I can’t do anything about it!”

	Gavin leapt up beside her, and with a lithe move pulled Emily into a tight embrace, covering her worried face with small, ardent kisses. “Oh, my darling girl! Glad? I’m ecstatic!”

	Emily’s heart leapt with joy. She pressed her lips against his as he bussed her, his expression very happy and proud. His voice grew husky. Surprise, happiness, and wonderment shaded his raspy baritone. His dark eyes gleamed. He reached a broad, warm palm out between them, smoothing his hand across her stomach. Then suddenly, he went down on one knee, gripped her hips, and kissed her on the abdomen, his nose tenderly nuzzling against her. “God, how can I thank you, Emmie? For everything, my love. You’ve given me more happiness than any man could wish or hope for.” His warm breath penetrated her muslin gown. “I love you, Emily Fielding, my darling, and I will cherish you with all I am until the end of time.”

	“Oh, Gavin…” Emily pushed fingers through his silky hair. “Please don’t ever stop loving me. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t married my perfect hero—my wonderful, shining knight!”

	The End
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