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Chapter 1

I know I have seen this young woman naked, Michael Winslow, Viscount
Althorpe thought. He was just seated at a table at Gunther’s with his niece. He
studied the red haired young woman in the brown bombazine gown intently. He
had vague memories of unbound titian hair cascading over creamy skin. He
watched as she pointed out to the shop attendant the cakes and pies she wished to
purchase. He remembered full, rose-tipped breasts--

“Uncle Michael, I don’t think you heard a word | said,” Maggie said
plaintively interrupting his thoughts.

He looked at niece Maggie distractedly and quickly said, “I was just
wondering if you were going to have just an ice or some cake as well.” This
seemed to mollify Maggie somewhat. One did not expose one’s female relatives to
the members of the demimondaine. He continued to study the young woman as
she made her purchases with one part of his brain focusing on his niece’s chatter.

The young woman must have felt his regard; she looked over to him
enquiringly, then with smiling recognition. Michael somewhere in the back of his
mind remembered her smile, but for the life of him he could not place the
acquaintance. He had vague memories of the warmth of summer and the crisp
fragrance of cool clean country air. These transient memories momentarily
displaced the fragrance of fresh baked pastries and the oppressive humidity of the
sweet shop. For him to have such intimate knowledge of her nude form, he must
have known her well indeed. He surreptitiously sent a wink in her direction. The
young woman waggled her fingers discreetly at him and hurried out of the shop.
He noticed a young man in rough clothing trailing after her holding some of the
packages.

“...and then the pink bunny told me that rainbows had jewelry in them—*

Michael refocused his attention to his niece with a start. “What talking pink

bunny?”
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“l wanted to see if you were paying attention,” his niece looked at him a
long suffering expression on her face. “What was | talking about?”

“You were talking about your new saddle and bridle that you received for
your birthday.”

“You may have heard me but that young woman had most of your
attention,” the little girl said.

“l was just thinking that your new boots should be exactly the brown of that
woman’s dress.”

Maggie looked at him knowingly, not taken in by this obvious ploy by her
uncle Michael, “My new habit is blue, I think black would be better, as you should
know.”

Michael took one last glance at the door through which the young woman

disappeared and then refocused all of his attention to his niece.

He remembers me, Emily Blakely thought, as she quickly walked
towards her aunt and uncle’s townhouse. There was a new lightness in her step, as
she was dodging puddles left by a brief summer shower. She forgot about her
tiredness from the two day trip from Bath and riding in closed coach in the
sweltering heat. She was transported in her mind to the time that Michael Winslow
and his father visited her family when she was but fourteen. As he was an older
young man of eighteen, she was pleased and delighted when he played games with
her. He treated her as a friend and she had fallen headlong into calf love with the
tall, dark haired young man. About mid week she must have worn out his good will
though, because he had started avoiding her company and sought more mature
entertainments at the local tavern. She was heart-broken at the time. Looking back
from the maturity of her years, she realized that the exclusive company of a
fourteen year old girl must have palled after a few days.

She walked up the front steps and stopped to inhale the wonderful
fragrance of fresh baked goods. She wished to dispel the memories of that long ago
summer and focus on the here and now. She needed to fix her thoughts on possibly

contracting an alliance. The one thing she had not had since her father died was her
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own family. Her relatives treated her well, but she never seemed to stay anywhere
long enough to develop emotional attachments. And no one kept her long enough
to become attached to her.

Emily finished setting out all of the cakes and tea things with the
help of Billy the pot boy. Emily’s aunt, Lady Minerva Warrick, sailed into the room,
a plump frigate with her beribboned lace cap streaming ribbons like pennants on the
mast of a ship. Her daughter Beatrice was a trim packet ship in comparison with
blond ringlets and blue eyes. “Mama, | had heard that Madame Violet’s
establishment was the most fashionable place to obtain gowns,” Beatrice said
excitedly.

Oh my yes,” her mother replied. “We must also go to Hoby for some
new riding boots.”

“l cannot wait to go on our first shopping trip.”

“My friend Lady Sarah, Viscountess of Anders is having us to tea later this
week. We will leave our cards at the two patronesses of Almack’s with whom | am
well acquainted,” Lady Minerva said with almost as much glee as her daughter.

“Aunt Minerva, do you think I could quickly change my gown?” Emily
queried. “I have not really had a chance since leaving Bath two days ago.”

“Oh of course dear,” her aunt said. “Oh good! I’m glad you were able to
find some biscuits and cakes for tea. Emily dear, could you please dig your uncle
out of the study? After you change would be soon enough. Heavens, when there is
settling to be done men go out of their way to avoid the unpleasantness of the
disruption. While Horace was holed up in the study, your cousin Matthew
abandoned us altogether. He left to go to see which of his friends are in town.”

Emily smiled and hurried out of the room. After a quick wash and a
fresh dress she sought her uncle in his study. Sir Horace Warrick was scholarly and
could be a bit absent minded, except about his studies. He would quite possibly
forget to come out for meals at all, if not reminded.

As she knocked and walked into the study, Uncle Horace looked up from
the letter he was reading. He appeared somewhat distracted, but he smiled warmly

at Emily.
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“Uncle Horace, its tea time.”

“Thank you, Emily,” he gave one last concerned glance towards his
correspondence before he rose and followed her into the parlor.

Sir Horace greeted his wife with a kiss on the cheek asked jovially,
“l say, is it safe to come out now?”

Lady Minerva replied while pouring his tea “Yes dear, but you might
not think so--we are planning our campaign strategy to bring your daughter out
since we are starting late this year. With Napoleon escaping Elba, it just did not
seem right to give our daughter her first season. Especially with the worry of
Marcus being over there. Now that Napoleon is contained and everybody who is
anybody will be in town this summer. We definitely mean to make a bit of a splash
on the social scene.”

He smiled and said, “How much of my blunt are we projecting on
spending?”

Aunt Minerva evasively replied, “More than a little, but not too
much. We need to set a good impression; Emily needs a couple new gowns as
well.”

Emily's head turned in surprise, “Me!”

“Yes dear, you! My sisters and | want you to have a chance this
season to have some fun and to contract an eligible alliance. Dorothea was aghast
when she realized that you were already four and twenty. She wrote me
immediately and arranged for your Uncle Horace and me to sponsor you as well as
Beatrice. She could have done a little something there in Bath but all of her
acquaintance was of our generation or worse! The only time anyone was in the
vicinity who was even remotely suitable was when her friends’ sons visited. Of
course, I know you can make some of your own gowns for day and afternoon, but
there is nothing like a gown of the first stare for evening attire.”

Emily was overwhelmed with her aunt's generosity. She did not
think anybody truly saw her as anything but an extra pair of hands. She said,

“Thank you so much! I had never expected that you and Uncle Horace would want
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to gown me as well. I had planned on going to the Pantheon Bazaar to get some
dress lengths. Now I can spend a little more on my hobbies.”

As well as reading the Minerva press gothic romances, and making her
own clothes, she did delicate marquetry on jewel boxes, chests and other things. It
takes a long time to complete a work for a present. Even though it was June, she
was anxious to start on an embroidery box to hold her aunt's silks for a Christmas
present. Her father had loved to work with his hands and he had passed that love
and skill, along with his tools, to Emily.

“Emily has been reading guide books Mama,” Beatrice said. “She
wants to go to Astleys, the Tower and Parliament.”

Aunt Minerva replied, “I don't know if we will have time for all of
those places in this short season but the twins may wish to see those as well.” She
rang for the butler.

“Bingham, can we spare a footman to go get dinner from Pulteney's
dining room? A nice, cold collation, | should think, with just beef, cheese and fruit.
Horace, you so love a nice piece of Stilton. Make sure we don't get anything
inferior, Bingham. Remember, Sir Horace was knighted by the Regent just a few
years ago for services to the war office. The story behind such services we have yet
to hear about.” Lady Minerva hinted archly.

Sir Horace smiled benignly at his wife, ignoring her statement cleared his
throat, “Ahem, pass me one of those Salmon puffs, dear. Ah Matthew, my boy,
back in time for tea are we.” Sir Horace turned to his oldest son who had just
entered the room, the subject of his secretive war exploits clearly closed.

Emily saw her aunt frown, but true to her mercurial nature she
immediately forgot her consternation. Her aunt instead focused on winkling as

much of the ready as she could out of her husband for frills and furbelows.

Emily went up to her room and saw that the servants had already
unpacked her things and set out her brushes and miniatures. The only things she
was able to take with her from her father's, now her Cousin Nigel's, estate were

these miniatures of her parents and her wood working tools. She looked at her
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mother's image and thought that Mama would have been happy that she was finally
going to be able to meet gentlemen. She crossed to the wardrobe and took out her
evening gown that she had just completed. The fashion was for light muslin gowns
but she found this beautiful blue and silver material dagger cheap in Bath two years
ago. As the material was somewhat heavier than the current fashion, she had only
added a few simple ribbons to adorn the bodice and hem. She held the gown up to
herself in the cheval mirror and imagined herself dancing with Michael Winslow.

Beatrice said from the doorway, “That's very pretty but not in the current
mode. It would be best to put that away and get something fashionable, in pink
maybe.”

Emily frowned. She looked terrible in pink—it made her skin look
mottled and her hair garish. Beatrice went on, “With your bright coloring I will
stand out in contrast. Don't worry; I'll make sure that some of my beaus also dance
with you.”

Her cousin Matthew strolled into the room and shook his dark blond
head and rolled his blue eyes. “Beatrice, you are such a twittering nit. Pay no
attention to her Em, I told some of my friends what a great gun you are and they are
anxious to make your acquaintance. Besides, I ran into Patrick and Simon in the
park today and they said that all of the cousins will be here in London. Even Marcus
is home from the war.”

Matthew must have seen her look of consternation for he laughed
and said, “Don't look like that Em! It IS the beginning of the quarter so all of the
gents are flush with their allowances. | reminded Patrick and Simon of every time
they were light in the pocket and you helped them out. They suddenly remembered
what a delightful dancing partner you were for young men learning how to dance.
They look forward to partnering you at Lady Filbert's Ball on Friday. Tomorrow,
we are invited to go riding in the park in the early morning.”

Emily said smoothly, “I am sorry but I have no riding habit and
cannot go.” She just could not believe her cousin! He seemed to be on a mission to

get her out and established. He also apparently wanted to make up for all that she
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had missed since her parents had died, real and imagined. Did he get knocked in the
head while out walking?

“Emily, do you remember that time when | forgot Mama's birthday
and you gave me that box to give her with all that different colored wood?”” he
queried.

“Yes,” she said, “but you paid for all of the wood later and that truly
made the present from the both of us.”

“Well, to pay you back | had Dora, Beatrice’s maid, get your
measure and had a habit made by Mrs. Donau, the village dressmaker. It should be
in your wardrobe.”

Beatrice opened up the other door of the wardrobe and pulled out the
new black habit and shako hat. She said, “This will do. And | can give you my old
pair of boots. | am not using them tomorrow and I never get up early. Besides, | am
going to be getting a new pair measured for me tomorrow; while we are shopping.”

Emily sighed, “I guess | need to know what time to be ready
tomorrow morning.”

“6 o'clock.” Matthew beamed.

Michael escorted his niece home and sought out his brother-in-law for some
congenial male company and perhaps a brandy. He found James Pierce, Earl of
Ballard, in the study. Michael looked around the study at the masculine décor:
older leather chairs, dark wood paneling, books. His sister had not been allowed to
change anything in here when she redecorated the house.

“James,” he began,” you and my sister seem to rub along rather
well.”

“I should hope so,” he laughed. “Your sister and I have been married
some twelve years.”

Michael cleared his throat and continued, “How did you come to
choose her out of all of the chits trotted out for your inspection that season?”

“My first view of Lynette was that | saw her being whisked out to a

moonlit garden by another man.”
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“You must have been mistaken,” Michael said aghast.

“Well, she did not seem to be too willing and | knew the chap in
question to be a bounder and a fortune hunter. So I felt I should come to Lynnette's
rescue. | found the gentleman in question holding a kerchief to his nose. Your
sister was tapping her foot, arms crossed, glaring at him. She'd planted him a facer
and drew his cork for him,” he smiled with a far off look in his eye. “I knew right
then and there that she was the one woman | wanted to rule my household and my
heart.”

Michael chuckled. “Now that sounds like her.”

“Well,” James said, “if we don't join the rest of the family soon, the
children will have eaten all of the cakes.” The men took their brandies and joined
everyone at tea. The rest of the house was decorated with sturdy but fashionable
furnishings, colorful cushions and children's toys. Michael thought that this was the
sort of home he wanted some day. The home was warm and inviting. His sister
Lynnette had done well for herself as had his brother-in-law. His sister had not
been the most popular debutante of her year; not even in the top ten. His brother-in-
law obviously had not been looking for a spoiled society beauty to grace his home.
He had wanted a wife, helpmate and mother. The one time Michael thought he
was in love, he had been a young man just up from Oxford. The young lady had
given him to believe that she returned his affections but spurned him for a
gentleman with a title and fortune. He had had no great expectations at that time;
not knowing that in a few short months an influenza epidemic would wipe out a
distant branch of his father’s family leaving Michael’s father the Earldom and all of
the entailed riches and estates.

He had also seen examples of typical spoiled society beauties making life
difficult for the people they deigned to honor with their hand in matrimony. He
knew he had to marry some time, Michael thought. He would do well to emulate
James and avoid some of the strategic plotting of the determined mamas of the ton.
He would find a nice young lady maybe not of her first season, to be his wife. But
until such time as I find this lady, he thought with a wicked grin, I will have no

problem with renewing my acquaintance with a certain red haired nymph.
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Chapter 2

Emily woke to the early morning calls of the vendors selling fresh fruits and
vegetables. Her room was in the back of the house with her window looking out at
the herb garden. She took a deep breath; the scent of lavender was very strong but
not unpleasant. She could hear Mrs. Henning, the housekeeper, haggling with the
vegetable man over some brussel sprouts for dinner.

Emily freshened her face with the water left next to her dressing
table basin. She then brushed, braided and pinned her hair. She rang the bell for a
maid to help her into her habit as it fastened up the back. She admired herself in the
mirror when she was done and thought how the habit became her. Dora had given
her actual measurements to the seamstress; so she was able to go without strapping
herself. The bold black was well fitting and it seemed to de-emphasize her figure.

She went downstairs to where Matthew was waiting for her. He
looked at her in her new habit, his face filled with self congratulations. “Emily,” he
said, “When was the last time you went riding? | don’t believe | ever saw you ride
when you visited us...” a look of consternation crossed his face.

He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable. “You haven’t had much chance
have you? | will wager you have not been on a horse since your father died.”

Emily met his eyes, her gaze steady, “No matter Matthew, | am going riding
now, am | not?” To prevent further uncomfortable talk, Emily said, “Come now
Matthew, we must not leave the horses waiting.”

She took his arm and he escorted her out to the mews where their horses
were waiting. He had rented her a hack from the local stables. She felt the poor
thing would have been more suited to haul a milk cart as to carry a rider, so fat and
placid was the horse. It was gray and white and when Emily patted the mare's
behind there was a cloud of dust. Obviously the beast either had not been groomed

or she liked to roll in the hay.
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Matthew and Emily rode into Regents Park, he on his prancing
gelding and she on her plodding mare. They were met at the south gate by Simon
and Patrick Randolph, her Aunt Millicent’s boys, and some of their friends.

“Matthew,” called Patrick jovially, “I see you are still riding that
slug.”

She saw Matthew straighten himself, “I see you and Simon are on
matching ponies--your mother still picking your horseflesh?”

Emily hid a smile; their chestnut mares did look remarkably alike.

Patrick bristled at this comment, “I will have you know these fillies
were sired by Destroyer. He won the Dublin Derby quite handily.”

One of the other gentlemen said, “Warrick has a point. Did you have
to get twin horses as well? Seems, that you two are quite dandified.”

Even Simon, the calmer twin, was affected by that sally. “Only one
way to show off our horses’ paces, eh Patrick?”

Matthew caught the excitement, “A race,” he exclaimed.

Patrick rubbed his hands together with glee, “I propose a race to the
east gate. Losers buy a round at White’s this afternoon.”

The gentlemen all agreed. They lined up and took off galloping to the other
end of the park. Emily was left seated on her fat, plodding and dusty mare.

Oh well, she thought, I might have known. She guided her horse
over to where some workmen were erecting a large fireworks display off to the side
of a riding path. It would be magnificent when it was lit that evening.

“My,” she said aloud, “That's some project.”

A voice behind her said, “Yes, Prinny has many such things being planned
and erected to celebrate the end of Napoleon.”

It was to her surprise Michael Winslow, Viscount Althorpe appeared
by her side on a roan stallion. The early morning sun shone on his dark brown hair
his blue eyes unnerved her with the intensity of his gaze. His fine muscular
physique was displayed to advantage on his horse. Emily sighed; even his large

gloved hands holding the stallion in place were impressive.
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Emily remembered seeing him in his niece’s company the previous
day at Gunther’s. She had seen in his eyes that he had recognized her; which had
surprised her. The summer he and his father had paid a short visit to her family’s
estate, he had made an indelible impression on her adolescent heart she had doubted
that she had made such an impression on him. She said hesitantly, “Are they all
such marvelously splendid erections?”

He smiled knowingly, “There are erections and then there are
erections.”

His comment was innocent in and of itself but his tone seemed very
suggestive. Emily felt her face flush slightly but felt he could not be talking to her
like that. It was just her imagination or wishful thinking. She then remembered the
house of cards they had built one rainy day. She smiled at the memory.

She innocently replied, “Why yes | do.” Three decks of cards, she
thought as she wrinkled her nose at him.

He looked at her quizzically as though he isn’t quite sure that she is
speaking the same language as he. He shook his head as if to clear it and said

huskily, “I have a large one | would like to show you.”

She wondered of what he could possibly be speaking. Then she
remembered her one visit to his father, the Earl of Conley’s estate when she was
eight and ten and the pink marble folly. It was a magnificent decorative ruin in the
extensive gardens of Conley. She replied knowingly, “I have already seen it, large
smooth and pink with gold veins. It feels wonderful inside when it is warm. What
a wonderful folly it is.”

Emily noted that he seemed to be looking at her the way her young
cousin Phoebe looked at a new doll she coveted.

He said, “You should be out with people who have more of a care
for you. 1 would like to offer my escort back to wherever you are staying.”

She laughed, “Matthew will be back shortly, he just forgot about me

briefly. He insisted that | had to come out with him and his friends this morning. |
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think he is so proud of himself for getting me this new habit and he wanted to show
me off in it.”

Michael looked at her in an assessing way and she immediately became
aware of the woeful inadequacies of her provincially made gown that had so
pleased her when she had dressed in it this morning.

Emily met Michael’s eyes and he seemed to be about to continue this
interesting conversation when Matthew road up. He glared at Michael and said,
“Em, what are you doing with Althorpe here?”

Emily replied, “Oh Matthew, do you know Lord Althorpe? He was just
keeping me company until you were done with your race. Who won?”

“l don't know. I dropped out as soon as | recalled that we left you
here all by yourself.”

“Matthew, what has come over you? You were never this careful
with me before?”” Emily said wonderingly. The changes that age and
maturity had wrought in Matthew were astounding.

“Emily this is London and you just can't talk to every rake that
scrapes up an acquaintance,” he sighed, pointedly glaring at Michael.

“Matthew, | was introduced to Lord Althorpe years ago and he is just
renewing our acquaintance,” she said exasperated.

“Ah Emily, I did not know you were acquainted with Lord Althorpe.
I am sorry | left you alone and | will be a more attentive escort in the future,” he
said, “Althorpe, thanks for staying with Miss Blakely for me.”

Michael spoke to Emily as if Matthew was not present, “Miss
Blakely will you be attending VVauxhall tomorrow? If so, | will be looking for you
there. There is to be a fireworks display larger than this one commemorating
Wellington’s victory at Waterloo ~ Matthew said, “We'll see, we may have other

plans that evening.”

Later that morning, Michael thought about the warm conversation he had
had with little Miss Blakely. Young Warrick had better mind his flirts a little better
or someone will steal them away, he thought. But something in the young man’s
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manner suggested protectiveness rather then proprietary, prurient interest.
Warrick’s sister is blond, not titian, and the young woman seemed a little older than
Warrick as well. Michael had made it a point in seasons past to know which
gentlemen might have an ulterior reason to invite him for shooting or a house party
in the country. A perfectly capital fellow might betray his own acquaintance by an
ulterior motive such as a scheming mama and unwed sisters. Such is petticoat
tyranny. He knew quite well that the Warrick family had one marriageable
daughter at present and Emily Blakely was not that young lady. He definitely had
heard her name before; he just wished he’d remember the whole affair.

Maybe the boy had brought his little “light of love” up from the
country, but his ardor had cooled when confronted with the many lascivious
entertainments to be found in town. As a jaded man about town, the practiced
charms of the many women of the muslin company had begun to pall. With a little
town bronze, he mused, the little light skirt from the country would make a splendid
mistress.

Michael rationalized that taking over the protection of the young
woman would be beneficial to all concerned and leave young Warrick free to
pursue new entertainments in town. Maybe, he mused, he might be able to arrange
for Emily to renew her acquaintance with a certain pink marble erection. She
certainly waxed poetical about it. Gold veins indeed! Then another thought struck
him and he grimaced. He needed to give the conge to his current mistress.

When he arrived at his residence, he ran upstairs bathed, changed
and proceeded to the breakfast room.

He was stopped in the hall by Pimms, his butler. “My lord, your
friend Captain Derning came to call. | took the liberty of putting him in the sitting
room. If you would like, I will have him join you in the breakfast room.”

“Excellent,” Michael stated.

Captain Marcus Derning, late of the Seventy-third Foot, since he had
recently sold his commission was not cutting his usual dashing figure. As one of
the heroes of Waterloo, he would have been entitled to wear his regimentals at the
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many Balls and Fetes. He was wearing typical morning clothes as any gentleman of
fashion would. The expression on his face was very serious.

“Michael,” he said, “the given reason | am in town is to help to launch my
two cousins into the marriage mart, but that is only part of it. | need to talk to you
on private matters and need your help.”

Michael turned to the footman and butler waiting to serve them
breakfast and coffee and dismissed them, indicating that they would serve
themselves. After filling their plates with eggs and kippers and checking that no
one was lurking within earshot of the door, Michael turned to Marcus raised an
eyebrow and stated, “Okay, I'm intrigued. What is happening?”

Marcus sighed “Well, you know that with the war finally over and an
influx of discharged soldiers, the situation is rife for action by dissident leaders.”

“Yes, that would seem to follow. So many of our soldiers who
fought bravely are coming home with no conventional marketable skills,” Michael
agreed.

“Well the home office had heard some whispers that the
underground leaders of the dissident factions are on a major recruitment drive and
are plotting some destructive mischief. The nature of that mischief has yet to be
determined. Lord Liverpool is taking a hard line with all dissonant factions. | am
going to be investigating these factions by trying to infiltrate the organizations.”

“What you need of me? | will be happy to help wherever I can,”
Michael replied. “I've always felt guilty that | was warm and safe while you and
others sacrificed and risked your lives for the security of England.”

“Michael, someone besides the ne'er do well dilettantes of society
needed to be back home to guide the country. You did what you could and sat in
your seat in Parliament and voted funds our way,” Marcus stated evenly. “All |
need from you is a base of operations. | was wondering if | may prevail upon you
to have me as a house guest.”

“You are perfectly welcome to rack up here,” Michael agreed. “But

could you not stay in your family's residence or get a set of rooms?”

15

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

“Same reason for both,” Marcus replied, “Too many people would
have knowledge of my comings and goings. My mother's entire family is in town
for the celebrations and they would query my every move. Rooms would be too
public. Every common person in the area would be aware of my comings and
goings, as well. Michael, every one of your servants has been with your family for
generations. | know you to be as thoroughly ramshackle in your dealings as
Chudleigh but it never makes the scandal boards. | can count on you and your staff
for discretion.”

“I am not sure whether to be complimented on your trust,” Michael
laughed. “Or if | should be insulted on your opinion of my behavior. You compare
me to Chudleigh; who is considered a cad of the first water.”

“Actually,” Marcus argued, “all he did was refused to marry a chit
who trapped him into a compromise. | know because my cousins Simon and
Patrick were at the house party when it happened. The scheming chit and her mama
tried it on them. It didn't work, not that they are all that canny, but they hardly ever
go anywhere with out each other.”

“Well, welcome to Althorpe House. By the by, isn't Matthew
Warrick one of your cousins,” he queried, “I saw him in the park with his current
flirt and a few of your other cousins.”

“Yes, he is in town. Aunt Minerva is going to fire off two of my
cousins,” Marcus grimaced, wondering how his cousin Matthew could have picked
up a flirt so soon. “I don't have but two female cousins of an age to be introduced
and it was decided that it would be convenient to get them presented together. My
older cousin is a bit long in the tooth to be a debutante but none could make a push
to see her established before this time. She was orphaned some years ago when
first her mother then her father passed away. She could not put off her blacks until
a few years ago. Quite frankly she is cooperative, quiet and they kind of forgot
about her until lately. She's a great gun; I'll introduce you to both of them if there is
an opportunity.”

Michael finished breakfast and walked over to the bellpull to inform

Pimms that they had a house guest. “Please, have Mrs. Pimms to make ready a
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guest chamber. Oh, and Marcus,” he turned to his friend. “I have some personal
business to attend. | don't know how long it will take to get the deed done so | may
not be here when you get back with your traps. Do you still have Justice, that big
black stallion?”

“I have had him since he was foaled. Why, do you have likely mares
you wish to cover?” Marcus stated with a spark of interest. “I had sold out and | am
currently looking for another means of acquiring the ready.”

Michael laughed, “No, my Armageddon is here in town and he is
very territorial. Tell Channing, the head groom, what Justice’s care and rations are
and to put him on the other side of the stable from my horse.”

After finishing breakfast, Michael ordered up his town carriage and
made his way to Rundell and Bridges. He would normally walk to the jewelers but
he had noted the overcast clouds when he came in from his ride and the air was
fragrant with the scent of oncoming rain. London, never a dry place to begin with,
was plagued by more showers than usual this year. Some might say the Almighty
was displaying his grief at the loss of so many men, both French and English, on the
altar of Napoleon’s overweening ambition.

Michael shook his head to clear it of his morose thoughts and focused
instead on the delightfully intriguing young woman he planned to set up as his latest
flirt. He was plagued by his vague visions of the nubile Miss Blakely but she
seemed a delightful contradiction. Her innocent expression as she spoke of their
past sensual association was extremely titillating. He imagined that she would keep
him entertained, until such time as he met a lady who would do as his betrothed.

He arrived at Rundell and Bridges and told his coachman to walk the horses
around the streets and be back for him in a quarter hour. He looked into the display
window as he mounted the steps and did not see anything as flamboyant as
Clarisse’s tastes in jewelry went. He thought briefly of picking out a small token for
Miss Blakely but decided that he was not cognizant enough of her tastes to be able
to choose something at the present time. He, after examining all of the wares,
selected a sapphire and diamond bracelet for presentation to his soon to be former

light of love.
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The jeweler said, “Will you be taking this with you now, sir? We are
closing early today, family reasons. We'll be closing at noon.”

“Oh did someone die?” Michael queried.

“Lord no! It's my wife's birthday and she wants to go on a picnic in the
country. Lord knows, a nice bracelet would be cheaper than closing, especially
since my partner has left on an extended buying tour now that the war is over,” he
laughed.

Michael had the bracelet wrapped and went to Miss Dubonnet's
residence. He had had the passionate Miss Dubonnet in keeping for several months.
She, typical of the many women Michael had had in keeping since he came to town
at the age of two and twenty, was slightly older than he was. He usually chose
women who were well experienced without any hint of dewy innocence. His horror
of possibly feeling an attraction to a young girl stemmed from an incident that had
happened to him at age eighteen.

The maid greeted him at the door looking surprised. “The mistress is in the
morning room | will see if she is taking callers yet.”

He heard mumbled voices and then a loud exclamation and the maid
hurried back out to the hall. She said in a flustered manner, “I am sorry to keep you
waiting. Madame is always at home to you, my lord.”

She took his hat and cane and escorted him back to the well
appointed morning room where Clarisse Dubonnet hugged him and exclaimed,
“Michael, mon cher, what brings you over so early! Shall I call for a tray?” She
was an exotic beauty with her dark hair and slightly slanted green eyes which were
a perfect foil for her pale skin. She was dressed in a green striped morning gown
with matching slippers. She peeped under her lashes at him giving him a coy look.

“Clarisse, my dear,” he began, “I think you know that my visits to you have
been getting further apart.” He took note that the lovely slanted eyes that used to
attract him so much were narrowing into suspicion. He continued, “I think it is time
for us to go our separate ways.”

The narrowed eyes were mere slits. She looked like an angry

spitting cat. “What means this,” she spat. “Go our separate ways!”
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“It means | will no longer visit you as a protector or a lover,” he
answered carefully, “but I hope we would remain friends.”

“Moi, the conge,” she said, her voice a high pitch as she swiftly
arose from the divan and seized a Dresden shepherdess statuette off of a table.

“No one gives moi the conge,” she shrieked, hurling the porcelain
statuette at him. Michael ducked as it just missed him. Then all manner of brick-a-
brack started flying in his direction. He carefully backed towards the door ducking
and dodging poorly aimed missiles.

“’Oo the bloody ‘ell do you think you are,” she screamed like a Billingsgate
fishwife. The more she yelled, Michael noticed she seemed to be losing her French
accent. As he carefully, yet swiftly exited the room, he decided not to give her the
bauble he had picked up at the jewelers just now. He left the house precipitously
and was glad his carriage was waiting at the curb. Right after the coachman closed
the door, the threatened rain started. The release of the rain was akin to the feeling
of relief that washed over him. Not only had he ended the relationship with
Clarisse, but he had gotten away inexpensively.

He decided to go to his club and maybe relax in the study with a nice
glass of brandy away from any shrill female voices. He could enjoy the warmth of
the fire and the newspaper while he listened to the storm rage outside.

A short moment later saw him seated in the male sanctuary of
Whites. The décor of White’s was all dark wood and deep leather chairs—not a
flower in sight. It was a place where a man could relax and blow a cloud if he
wanted and no one would think anything of it.

It was early yet, just after noon, and very few other patrons graced the
hallowed rooms as yet. As he settled in his chair he was joined by another
gentleman looking particularly harried and somewhat damp. The gentleman was
the relatively newlywed Marquis of Townley. Townley married the toast of the
season a couple of years ago and as far as Michael knew the union was as yet
childless. He sank down in the chair opposite Michael, so lost in thought that
Michael did not think that the man even noticed him sitting there. Michael cleared

his throat to get his attention.
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He exclaimed, “Oh Althorpe! | did not see you there, do you mind if
I join you?” He pulled a dry kerchief from an inside pocket and wiped his face of
the excess moisture wrought by the downpour outside.

Michael assented and soon he and Townley were given snifters of
some newly legal French Brandy with the tax stamp displayed prominently for all to
see on the flask. Townley tossed his back as if it was so much water and held his
glass out to the footman for another dose. His agitated manner was in no way
mollified by the swilling of powerful spirits.

After next glass of brandy was treated the same way as the first,
Townley exclaimed, “I say, Althorpe, do you by any chance know of any other
jewelers who might have roughly the same quality as Rundells? | happened by the
place just moments ago to get the wife a bauble for her birthday today the place was
closed!”

Michael replied, “Yeah it's his wife's birthday too. | was there
earlier myself.”

“Celeste is going to ring a peal over my head if there isn't a nice gift
for her birthday awaiting her when she comes downstairs. 1 left it to the last
minute,” Townley said glumly.

Michael looked at him with pity he remembered him as a great man
about town. He seemed to be under the cat’s paw these days with that woman he
married. Never going to happen to me, he thought smugly.

“Townley, would her ladyship like a nice diamond and sapphire
bracelet?” Michael casually queried.

“She would love it above all things,” he said, looking up at Michael
with a glimmer of hope brightening his forlorn expression.

Michael pulled out the daintily wrapped package from his coat
pocket and said, “I bought this little trinket this morning for someone and find | no
longer need it.”

“I'll send a draft immediately to your man of business, how much do
I owe you?” asked Townley, who now looked like a man who had just received a

stay of execution.

20

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

A price was agreed upon and Townley went on his merry way with a
spring in his step. Michael saw him stop at a flower cart and give the girl a whole
guinea for a small nosegay. My how the mighty have fallen, Michael thought

ironically as he vowed yet again to never give in to petticoat tyranny himself.
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Chapter 3

“Matthew, would you take me to see the fireworks display at Vauxhall
tonight?” Emily queried, deciding to test her cousin’s goodwill.

Matthew looking a little askance at her replied, “Em, I really don't
think it would be quite the thing. The crowd there is going to be awfully rough.”
He looked at her cunningly, “That Althorpe chap would think you came to see
him.”

Emily looked in askance, but plodded on determinedly, “With the
most exciting fireworks display to be seen anywhere celebrating Wellington’s
victory at Waterloo, | rather doubt it.”

“Just the point Em, anyone with the price of a ticket will be there
tonight—the crowds will be enormous.”

Please, Matthew,” she wheedled. “How could I get into trouble with
a sophisticated and knowledgeable man about town such as you as my escort?”

“Doing it a bit too brown, Em,” he laughed as he preened a little.
“But I guess | could keep you out of trouble.” He hedged a bit, “Mama said that the
first evening dress would not be ready until tomorrow at the earliest.”

Emily beamed at him, “I have just the thing to wear—what time
should I be ready?”

“Nine o'clock,” he sighed. “We'll take the boat to VVauxhall. I'll send
a message to Simon and Patrick that you will be coming with us.”

Emily went down the stairs and headed for the front parlor to help
with Tea. One of the footman said, “Miss, | was just coming to get you, Sir Horace
wishes to see you in his study.”

She followed the footman the short distance to the door he knocked
softly on the door and at Sir Horace’s bidding she entered the room. The footman
softly closed the door as Emily took a chair Sir Horace indicated near the desk. She
felt on edge, the last time she sat in her uncle’s study she had been scolded for some
childish mischief.
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“Ah Emily, | wanted to speak with you regarding some
correspondence | have received in regards to your holdings,” her uncle said affably.
“I have been managing your property and funds since your father’s death and while
it is not a large sum, it should provide you with an adequate portion on your
marriage. | have here a letter from your cousin stating that as your father’s nearest
relative he feels he should be your trustee. If you would prefer him to manage your
funds instead, | would be happy to relinquish the position to him).”

“Cousin Nigel,” she stated appalled. “Do you not remember how his
representative sent me off in a farm cart to the local Inn? | had no money or means
to care for myself...”

Sir Horace leaned back in his chair looking over his steepled fingers,
his face inscrutable. “I seem to recall the incident.” he said. “Truthfully, Minerva
and I should have taken you with us, we assumed that he and his stepsister would
have let you stay with them.”

“If it were not for the Innkeeper and his wife, if they hadn’t sent their
boy after you—I don’t know what | would have done. If they hadn’t helped me or if
you weren’t able to come back for me...”

“| take it that you would be adverse to him managing your funds.”

“Absolutely,” she said. “I don’t know why he is interested in the
little that I inherited from my father. Maybe he is trying to curry favor with the
local gentry by pretending his abandonment of me was a misunderstanding. His
solicitor told me to gather my clothing and leave by noon the morning after my
father’s burial.”

Sir Horace sat up in his chair and taking quill in hand, dipped it in
ink and started writing. *“I’m going to send a man to investigate the matter further.
There is something | don’t like about this sudden concern for your assets. Emily,
would you tell your Aunt Minerva that | will be just a few moments more and to
save me one of those nutty buns?” Sir Horace smiled at her look, “Yes, | know dear,

hardly mature of me, but those nutty buns are prodigiously fine.”
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A short time after nine found the five cousins approaching Vauxhall
by the boat access. From the water, Emily could see the shimmering lights grow
larger as they drew closer.

Beatrice exclaimed, “I'll wager that the fireworks display will be bigger
than any other seen in London ever.”

The male cousins all agreed with her as they assisted the ladies to
alight on the dock. At first, the gentlemen were very attentive escorts guiding the
ladies around the pleasure gardens and procuring them lemonade. Little by little
they became more distracted by the scantily clad fashionable impures abounding
that night. Patrick said, “Simon, | believe | see Gorman over there.” He gestured
vaguely across the garden.

Simon smiled knowingly at his twin, “I haven’t seen Gorman in an age so
we must definitely renew our acquaintance with him.” The Randolph men left
before anyone could offer an objection. Emily traded exasperated looks with
Beatrice; the twins were not fooling anyone.

As Matthew escorted Beatrice and Emily to the area where the main display
of fireworks was scheduled to start at eleven, a woman passed by wearing a muslin
dress so thin that she could have been completely naked! Matthew gawked at the

site just as the crowd surged and Emily was separated from him and Beatrice.

Michael was walking along a path away from the crowds. He came
to the pleasure gardens with his friend Marcus but demurred to stay with him as he
was meeting with a party of his cousins. All around him he saw ladies of dubious
morals meeting up with well heeled gentlemen for some risqué entertainment. The
gardens at Vauxhall were well known for their beauty, but were even more
renowned as a popular place to make and keep illicit assignations. He was just
about decided to join Marcus when he saw his red haired nymph by the infamous
Dark Walk.

Emily in her silver blue dress seemed to be a sensuous goddess

glowing in the moonlight beckoning him to discover what pleasures might wait for
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him. As he approached her he was touched by the slight look of panic in her eyes.
“Are you lost?” he said gently.

She looked up into his eyes and relief was writ plainly on her face.
She replied, “I was separated from my escort by a surge of the crowd. | have never
seen such large numbers of people crammed into one place.”

“Here,” he said, “Let us get away from this crowd and stroll down
this area of the gardens.” He took her arm and led her down the dark pathway.

“This is very pleasant,” she said after they had walked a short way,
“but Matthew is going to be worried.”

“Ah,” said Michael his voice sounding strange and husky even to his
ears. “If Matthew wanted to keep you, he should have taken better care...” he leaned
down and wrapped his arms around her and drew her into a warm embrace. He
teased at her lips with his own and her lips parted.

His hand slid up her back and undid the silver cord that had held her
dress in place. The embroidered satin of her dress began losing the battle of gravity
as it started to slowly slide off her shoulders. His lips and tongue were working
their way down her neck while one hand lowered the cloth of her corset, bared her
breast and caressed her nipple. He felt himself become uncomfortably aroused.
From a distance he heard a chorus of male voices shout Emily’s name. She broke
away and caught her dress just as it was about to lose its final moorings. Both of
them looked into the shocked faces of her three male cousins.

Matthew was the first to recover, “What are you doing with Emily?”
he asked in a strangled voice.

Michael was confused, because Matthew did not seem like a man
angry that someone had taken his fille de joie from him. This sounded more of an
angry brother.

Simon and Patrick were next to recover and stalked up to Michael in
unison. They looked at each other and Simon said quietly, “I am the oldest. You
take Emily back to Marcus and Beatrice.” Patrick reluctantly agreed and turned
Emily smartly and refastened her dress hastily with competence born of vast

experience with female attire. She was lead away with Matthew and Patrick

25

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

flanking her. She glanced back over her shoulder with a worried look at Simon and
Michael. Michael did not look her way; he maintained steady eye contact with
Simon.

“Well, what is it to be--swords, pistols? You can't go trifling with my
cousin and think that no one will stand up for her,” he said in a voice laced with
menace.

“Your cousin,” Michael said with surprise, “l saw her in the park
with Warrick and a group of young men.”

“My cousin may ride in the park with my brother, Matthew and
myself without any impropriety,” Simon said with a snap.

“l didn't know she was your cousin and | recognized her from
somewhere. Furthermore, she recognized me.”

“My cousin, Miss Emily Blakely, has been living with our older
relatives in Nottingham, Plymouth, and Bath since she was eight and ten when her
father died. Try again.”

“Blakely,” he winced as the nebulous memories finally surfaced,
“that wouldn't be Sir William Blakely would it?”

“The same,” Simon said tersely, “now what's it to be: swords, pistols
or horsewhip?”

“None of the above,” Michael said resignedly, “I could not harm a

member of my bride's family.”
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Chapter4

Emily recovered some of her composure during the walk away from
Michael and Simon. “Patrick, Matthew,” she said in a high, nervous voice, “What
is happening? What is Simon going to do?” She tried to stop and turn back but the
men had her arms linked with theirs as they compelled her towards the other family
members.

“Where did you meet Marcus?” she said trying to get them to say
something.

“Marcus showed up just when we noticed you were gone,” Patrick
said quietly. “Now be quiet and we will discuss this when we get home.” He guided
her over towards the fireworks display where Marcus and Beatrice were waiting.

Beatrice raises her brows enquiringly. Matthew gave her a shake of
his head and looked pointedly at the elaborate show of pyrotechnics exploding in
front of them. Simon rejoined their party a moment later and whispered to Matthew
who flushed and then passed the message along to Patrick and finally Marcus.
Simon had a look of grim satisfaction on his face, Matthew looked chagrined, and
Patrick looked disappointed. Emily wasn't certain what Marcus was thinking and
she was beset with curiosity and foreboding. The magic and anticipation she had
felt drained away, leaving her tense. She watched the elaborate fireworks display
dispassionately. She wanted to know what was going on with Michael and yet she
knew she was up for a scolding at the very least.

The family arrived home thirty minutes after the fireworks display
had come to its dramatic conclusion. Emily somehow felt that compared to the
coming melodrama in Uncle Horace's study, the fireworks display was not quite as
exciting. Emily tried to follow her cousins into the study and was firmly told to sit
in the sitting room across from the study until called. Beatrice looked pityingly at
her and scurried up the steps. Emily heard raised voices and what sounded like the

pounding of a fist on wood. A servant passed the sitting room baring a tray with
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brandy and three snifters and entered the room. Emily buried her face in her hands
and thought: it is so terrible they needed an extra bottle of brandy!

After a time which seemed interminable to Emily, the door finally opened
and Matthew motioned her to follow him. The men were all standing around the
room except for Uncle Horace who was seated at his desk. His spectacles were
pushed up on top of his balding head and he looked at Emily over the top of his
steepled fingers. “Emily,” he said gently, “Will you please tell us about your
meetings with Lord Althorpe?”

“Well,” she began, “how far back should I go?”

“Start at the first meeting and tell us everything, my dear,” he replied.

Emily squirmed a bit and glanced around the room at all of her male
cousins who were studiously avoiding looking at her. “Lord Althorpe and his papa
came to visit my family when | was four and ten. He seemed very nice at the time;
he even played backgammon with me. After about midweek, he sought more
mature entertainments at the local tavern.”

“When | saw him at the confectioners with his niece, he winked at
me. | thought he remembered me,” she added in a small voice.

Matthew jumped in, “What about the meeting in the park?”

“Uh,”she began uncomfortably. “He saw me waiting for Matthew,
Simon and Patrick by the gazebo that was being built there.” It was the male
cousins' turn to squirm as Uncle Horace gave them a censorious look. She
continued, “His voice made me feel uncomfortable, but we were talking about all of
the decorative buildings going up to commemorate the victory at Waterloo.”

“What exactly, as near as you can remember it, was said,” Uncle
Horace coaxed.

“He spoke of all of the fine erections going up and if | liked those he
could show me his erection.” Simon, in the midst of taking a sip of brandy, started
choking and coughing.

“l had visited Conley a couple of years earlier with Aunt Dorothea
and had seen the pink marble folly,” she resumed after Simon had gotten his

coughing fit under control. “It was just completed--the Countess served tea out
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there. It was our first outing after coming out of blacks for Papa and about a six
months after Michael’s father inherited the Earldom. It was a warm day in the
autumn and the marble folly was comfortably cool inside.”

“Where was Althorpe at this time?” Patrick spoke up.

Emily looked confused, “I think he was in town—it was opening
session.”

“Did you tell him about the Folly?” Uncle Horace probed delicately.

“Why yes,” she said, “I told him that | had seen his pink marble folly
and that it was wonderful inside there when it was warm.” She heard the click of
several glassed being set down at once and she looked around at her cousins who
were giving significant glances at one another.

“Emily,” he smiled, “I have delightful news. Lord Althorpe is
coming to call on you in the morning. I think that you should go upstairs and retire
so that you will look your prettiest.”

“Uncle Horace, what is going on here?” she queried suspiciously. “I
may not have town bronze, but I am four and twenty and I can tell when something
smoky is happening.”

“Emily my dear, | can see you are a bright young lady. Lord
Althorpe had a misunderstanding of your station, acted beyond the pale with you
and will make things right.”

“Right?” she had a dazed look, “you mean...”

“Exactly my dear, so do run along, | need to talk to your cousins
about a few things,” he told her sending a steely glance at the sheepish looking
cousins.

Emily walked out of the room with a sideways look at her cousins
and quietly shut the door. Emily expelled a deep breath after she left the room. She
wasn’t so sure that a forced offer from a gentleman so much higher than she in
station would lead to happiness she was hoping for.

“Now then gentlemen,” Sir Horace angrily after Emily had quit the
room. “Let us talk about the duties of escorting our young female relatives.” The

men gathered around his desk standing straight and tall like prisoners facing
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execution. “We were very lucky that Althorpe is a decent fellow. What if it had
been that dirty dish, Stanhope or even Beheimer, that loose screw! Our young
ladies are sheltered and naive. The crowds at open air events are teeming with
unsavory characters and ballrooms are not much better. | have a few rules for us all.
Number one: we will all pony up the necessary for a wardrobe that will leave no
one in doubt that she is a young lady of good family. Number two: There will be
no skirt chasing or horse racing while escorting our ladies at events or about town.
Number three: all of you will donate a portion of your quarterly allowance to dower
Emily. Finally, there will be no dueling or talk about any of this event to anyone.
Hopefully we can rub along with minimal gossip. The suddenness of the
attachment will cause comment but since Althorpe hasn’t deflowered Emily, we
will have a well planned chapel wedding—nothing hasty.”

Patrick said his eyes narrowing with intensity, “But what if he won't follow
through with marriage? I should think we should at least remind him in a discreet
but painful manner that our cousin is to be well treated now and in the future.”

Marcus, who had been standing silent, spoke up, saying, “Enough
people saw you three looking for Emily at Vauxhall. Some talk will be engendered
by the pairing of Althorpe and Emily. If you try anything resembling a
confrontation with him, you will validate that gossip. A large scandal will ensue for
a young lady who has done nothing wrong but be related to a gaggle of care-for-

nobodies. | include myself in your number.”
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Chapter 5

Marcus left his Uncle's house and went to the White Horse Tavern on
Lumbard Street. He made his way to an out of the way table with a view of the
door and ordered up a tankard of ale and a steak and kidney pie. His contact came
through the door, spotted him, then took a chair to his back. They carried on a quiet
conversation with tankards raised so that no one would see them talking.

Lord Debenham, a gentleman with a minor position with the Home
Office, “Were you successful in getting lodgings in Althorpe's home?”

“Yes,” he replied, “but there are complications.”

Silence reigned for a moment as the cheerful serving wench served
Marcus his food. As Marcus dropped a couple of shillings into her loose fitting
blouse, the smiling wench said, “Lor" love ya! | loves me a gennelm'n 'oos right
gen'rous! If'n ya needs anythin' else just gives ol' Sal the eye.”

“Just the food Sal and say hello to Big Harry for me.” Sal smiled
and left him ostensibly to his meal.

“Do you know her, is she discreet?” Lord Debenham demanded
behind his tankard.

“Yes, | am a regular here when I am in town. | will draw no
attention coming here for a pint upon occasion,” Marcus replied. Marcus felt there
was something not right here. He planned to play along with Debenham to find out.

“What then is the complication?” he said querulously.

“Althorpe, is about to become a relative through my cousin,” Marcus
answered carefully. Lord, he hated these noble bureaucrats from Whitehall.

“Does it impinge on your taking residence then?”

“No,” Marcus said. “But it will mean a time limit to how long | can
stay.”

“What did he do—throw the blond chit's skirts up?”” Debenham said

crudely.
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“Mind you, keep a civil tongue in your head while talking about my
cousin! He knew my Blakely cousin when she was a young girl and they've
recently became reacquainted. Tentative plans were made by their families when
they were children and Althorpe has decided to follow through on the
arrangement,” Marcus said cautiously.

“The red haired chit instead of the blond? | say, better him than me.
I saw them out shopping this morning on Bond Street,” said Lord Debenham
somewhat the worse for drink, as he belched loudly.

“Do you want my help or not?” Marcus said coolly, “you can find
yourself another flunky to spy on Althorpe's household. Do you want to continue
insulting my relations and risk ‘pistols for two, breakfast for one' or do you want to
give me any new information about who it is that could potentially be causing
trouble at Athorpe’s house.”

“0o00, steady on man, no insult intended,” Lord Debenham said
hastily, “I found out that Althorpe has been rather generous in giving employ to
returning soldiers--several in the house and stables. Man of affairs is actually a
distant cousin whose two older brothers are in line for the title. Rest of the staff, old
retainers—been with the family for generations. Just keep a sharp look out for as
long as you can.”

“Right, let me finish my dinner and I'll find a congenial card game in here,”
Marcus said dismissively, “you can get another tankard or finish this one and then
leave.”

“Tell me more of your cousin, where has she been all this time?”
Lord Debenham said.

“Why do you need to know about my cousin,” Marcus growled into
his ale tankard.

“It just seems strange that they waited all this time to become
betrothed.”

“Not at all. It was a tentative arrangement between families made
when Lord Conley was just a scholar and Althorpe was a school boy. The family

never pushed the connection beyond a visit or two after Conley inherited. When
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they met again, they decided that it would be a good match for them both as most of
the families now throwing their daughters into Althorpe’s path did not even
acknowledge his existence before his father ascended to the Earldom.”

“She must have something going for her since she has no dower to
speak of...” Debenham said with a sidelong glance at Marcus.

“She has a little property up North and my uncle is brilliant at
investments.”

“Strange that a connection on her mother’s side is handling her
funds,” Debenham mused.

“I have said all | will say of my cousin’s affairs. | suggest you either
join a card game or take your leave.”

“Mayhap, I'll see what that wench has to offer a gentleman,” Lord
Debenham said with a leer, rubbing his hands together.

“l wouldn't if I were you,” Marcus said.

“What, the barmaid a cousin too?” he laughed disparagingly.

“No, Big Harry that | referred to is the serving wench'’s husband and
owner of the tavern,” replied Marcus.

“S0? He probably wouldn't mind a little more of the ready.” Lord
Debenham stated.

“He's very particular about his wife.” Marcus warned

“l can make it worth their while,” he said.

“See the man who just entered: the big bruiser with the broken
nose?” Marcus said.

“Ah, yes actually,” Lord Debenham replied, “I believe he is the Kent
Killer Harry Miller I lost a few quid betting against...I take your point. I'll just
finish my drink and go now.”

Marcus gave one last look at the arrogant Lord Debenham swaggering out
of the Tavern. Something not quite right about this whole affair, he thought.
Debenham’s name seemed familiar, as if he had heard it in another context in the
past. He mentally shrugged his shoulders, dismissing it from his mind, and joined a

card game with a few soldiers.
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Chapter 6

The next morning, Marcus walked into the breakfast room and saw Michael
reading the Times. He helped himself to some Kippers, toast and eggs. After the
footman served his coffee Michael told the footman to leave the pot they would
serve themselves.

“Alright Marcus, let it out,” Michael said resignedly. “I'm sure |
deserve whatever you are going to say.”

“Actually | think you and Emily would make a fine match,” smiled
Marcus tucking into his food. “I heard the gist of your conversations with Emily;
Simon nearly choked and we all had a hard time keeping a straight face when Em
talked about taking tea in the pink marble folly with your mama...did you know that
the folly is a wonderful place to take tea when it is warm outside?”

“Alright, alright! I was jolly well listening to her through a lustful
haze. Everything she said, my brain gave a naughty spin and put the most salacious
interpretation on...,” Michael replied. “Anyway, you know your cousin better than I,
what kind of jewelry is her preference?”

“Haven’t the foggiest, old man. I’ve never seen her in any—don't
you have a betrothal ring or something?”

“Yes but my mother has it in the country. | really think that | need to
get her something she can display to all of the other ladies,” Michael explained.

“Just so you know,” Marcus said seriously, “Emily, Beatrice and
Phoebe, Beatrice’ six year old sister, are our only female cousins out of the twelve
of us. We are a bit protective of them and would not take kindly to anyone

mistreating our dear Emily.”

Emily passed a sleepless night knowing that Michael would be
coming to offer for her hand in the morning. It did not seem fair that she if she
accepted Michael she would be getting a husband who would come to resent her, if

he didn’t already. All she had done was trust an acquaintance from her childhood
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to take her back to Matthew. How was she to know that he would make decidedly
improper advances!

It had been so thrilling, just like a kiss from a hero in a Minerva
Press novel. Right up to the point that her dress became undone and her cousins
caught them. Could she truly be happy now, married to a widower or a cleric?
Emily heard a perfunctory knock and Aunt Minerva sailed into the room in her
bedgown and wrapper.

“Oh Emily!” she cried. “I just heard the good news! Lord Althorpe is
coming to offer for you this morning. You are very lucky—he seems to be a fine
temperate man of steady ways and so handsome as well. | know that people might
make a deal about the title—but one isn't looking across the breakfast table at the
title.”

Emily just stared at her aunt with a tired and confused expression.
“Emily dear,” Aunt Minerva said, “He is a man to whom many lures have been cast
since he became of age. He is a man of some experience; he must be powerfully
attracted to you to ignore the usual strictures of behavior.”

“Aunt Minerva,” Emily said with tears in her eyes, “I keep thinking
that I must have behaved in an awfully familiar manner for him to act like that. |
wonder if there is something wrong with me. | usually strap myself in to make
myself look respectable. The squire’s son near Blakely Grange said that ‘girls who
had large bosoms like me are always strumpets’. | get my first kiss and the
gentleman behaves with inappropriate familiarity.”

“He did rather cross the line didn't he?” Aunt Minerva smiled, “just
like your Uncle Horace did.”

“Proper, scholarly, Uncle Horace?” Emily squeaked.

“You may not be able to visualize looking at me now, but | was quite
pretty when | was younger,” Aunt Minerva smiled with a far off look in her eyes.

“l danced every dance, some of my beaus were very high in rank,”
she continued, “Horace decided that | was the one he wanted, and so he set out to
make a study of me. He learned all of my likes and dislikes and set himself up a

campaign to win my affection.”
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“He did?” Emily said with amazement.

“It didn't work however, since all of my other beaus were also vying
for my favors,” sighed Aunt Minerva, “I would like to say that | was a young lady
of sense and say that it did not, but my head was quite turned by the attention. One
night, your uncle was so terribly frustrated by my lack of acknowledgement of his
suit that he took me outside on a balcony when we were supposed to be dancing.
He kissed the daylights out of me! He then proceeded to behave in a most forward
fashion. That's when Dorothea came out and saw us.”

“You were compromised?” Emily asked shocked.

“Not quite, but none of my other beaus acted towards me like your
uncle did,” she said. “He treated me as though | was a real person and not a prize to
be won. All of my other beaus went on and married other ladies and had typical
Ton marriages with mistresses and lovers. | could have never been happy like that
and | don't think you would be either.”

“Aunt Minerva, | am not sure if this is the right thing to do.” Emily
stood up from the bed and started pacing. “He doesn't know the real me. My
cousins think I couldn't figure out from their reactions that there was a whole other
connotation to the conversations with Lord Althorpe. One that was less than
innocent.” She stopped and stared out the window. “I'm sure | don't know him now
either. Aunt Minerva,” she turned back and looked her Aunt in the eye, “When he
visited Blakely Grange with his father, he was great fun for a few days then about
mid week he didn’t have time for me—avoided my company and sought out a
certain barmaid who was known to be free with her favors...well | was very hurt. If
he should get bored with me quickly and leave me after | came to care for him...”

“My dear, nothing is settled yet.” Aunt Minerva crossed the room
and placed her hands on Emily's shoulders, “When he comes today to ask for your
hand, ask for time to get to know him better. As long as only your cousins saw you
in the Dark Walk with Lord Althorpe, your reputation is safe.”

Emily, after washing and dressing in one of Beatrice” old gowns, went
seeking the one person who could and would explain things to her. She ran her

cousin Matthew to ground in the breakfast room. “Good Morning Matthew,” she
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said pleasantly as she helped herself to eggs and ham she was too tense to eat. “I
wanted to have a word with you.”

Matthew had a hunted expression on his face as he forked a large amount of
fluffy scrambled eggs into his mouth. He swallowed hard after barely chewing and
seized a glass of juice to wash the food down. “Ahem, Emily I really need to eat
and get going. There’s plenty to do today—*

“Like what, for an example,” Emily glared at him suspiciously.

“Mama gave me a list of things to do and | am meeting Simon and Patrick
later at the bank to get some funds.” He pushed back his chair and attempted to bolt
for the door. Emily stood up and stepped in front of the exit and placed her hand on
his chest. She pushed him back into his seat.

She looked at him sternly, “Do not think that you will get away all that
easily. | have some questions for you.”

Matthew looked like he would rather be hanged for a highwayman than talk

to his cousin. “Alright then, what do you wish to know,” he said with resignation.

37

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

Chapter 7

Ten o'clock saw Michael being ushered into Horace Warrick study. Michael
wanted to do the thing up right and ask for Emily's hand from her current mature
male relative. As the butler announced him into the study, Sir Horace gestured for
him to take a seat opposite him across the desk. Michael cleared his throat, “I'd like
to talk to you about your niece, Miss Blakely, sir.”

Uncle Horace leaned back in his chair and absently removed his
spectacles and wiped them with a white cloth. “Yes, | have been expecting your
visit; the young men told me about what happened last night. Emily also related
some of the topics about which you two talked. | have to ask you one thing—was
your mind so disengaged from your libido that you could not tell that Emily was a
well brought up young lady?”

Michael adjusted his position in his chair, “Well Sir Horace, | think
you have the right of it—my mind and my libido were not in direct communication.
| found Miss Blakely to be an attractive woman with a charming freshness about
her.” Looking Sir Horace in the eye, he continued. “I found her on three separate
occasions to be without proper escort. | suppose my natural inclination towards
cynicism assumed the worst possible interpretation on her situation and acted in my
own perceived best interests. However, how | came to be sitting here this morning
is neither here nor there. The fact is | have come to ask permission to pay my
addresses to Miss Blakely. Do | have it?”

Sir Horace leaned back in his chair, touched his lips with steepled
fingers and looked at Michael, considering the situation in silence. Sir Horace was
the type of man who wanted as much information as possible before making a
decision. The silence was unnerving to Michael; he could hear the tick of the clock
on the mantel.

Michael fought to contain his impatience; he had requested an
audience with Emily's Uncle Horace as a matter of form. He wished to do at least
one thing properly in this fiasco of a courtship, even though Emily was quite old

enough to marry without consent.  “Sir, | have come to present an offer of
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marriage for your niece. In the short space of time that | have become reacquainted
with Miss Blakely, | have come to appreciate her many fine qualities.”

Uncle Horace looked up over his spectacles at Michael searchingly,
“I heard how much you were appreciating those 'fine' qualities last night.”

Michael felt his face warm but he did not drop his eyes, “Miss
Blakely is a young lady whose family is known to mine and she has met my parents.
I have not told them of my plans as yet, but | am sure they would approve.”

“Tell me of your ambitions for your future,” Sir Horace.

“I have plans to manage my estates and eventually the estates of the
Earldom, though hopefully not any time soon.” Michael looked over his host's
shoulder to the portrait of the Warrick family. This was not a formal family portrait.
He saw a fond mother and father gazing at their four children; he saw Matthew and
Beatrice casually seated at the feet of their parents and each parent held an infant.
“Of course | want a family—,” Michael continued. “I have an estate left to me by
my maternal grandparents so we would not be staying with my parents, except for
holidays and the like. | have income enough to support a wife in style.”

Uncle Horace turned and glanced at the family portrait and said
casually, “Family, yes. Do you like children?”

Michael was nonplused at the turn the conversation was taking,
“Uhh yes. My sister, Lynette, has three promising children and | am a fond Uncle.
She and her husband have the children eat with the family except for formal dinners.
I would like to emulate that example when my wife and | set up our nursery.”

“Wonderful?” exclaimed Sir Horace, rubbing his hands together. “I'll
let you speak with my niece privately.”

He stood and escorted Michael to the sitting room, where Aunt Minerva and
Beatrice were keeping Emily company. AS they walked into the room, Sir Horace
said, “Well my dears, why don't we leave Lord Althorpe and Emily alone to have a
private discussion. Beatrice, | believe | owe you a rematch at chess. Minerva, no
interference from you this time, if you please. | would like to try and win all by
myself. Althorpe, England lost two fine military minds when these two were born

female.” With that, the family left the room and an awkward silence fell.

39

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

Michael crossed the room to where Emily was seated in a pale pink
ruffled dress. The color washed out her already pale complexion. The dress was
very tight across her bosom and the ruffles overwhelmed her. The expression of
apprehension in her eyes was almost his undoing. He sat down next to her on the
settee and took her cold hand in his, “Miss Blakely, by now you know of my
admiration of your many charms. Indeed, my admiration has caused me to cross
the bounds of propriety and treat you in a manner not in keeping with your
maidenly demeanor. | wish to apologize for any of my actions which may have
offended you.”

Emily flushed a deep pink and looked down at their joined hands, “I
have been informed by my cousin what you meant during our brief conversations. |
was not offended, but | was shocked by how thrilling it was. | did not think that
anything would be as exciting as the novels say. | hope | haven’t given you a
disgust of me.”

Michael was surprised and smiled; he took her chin into his hand and
pressed his lips to hers. At first she was unresponsive, and then she placed her
hands on his shoulders, pulled him forward slightly. With that encouragement, he
put his arms around her and slid his tongue into her mouth. As he was kissing her,
his hand accidentally brushed the tape that was keeping her dress fastened. The
stress of the tight dress plus the friction of his hand caused the tape to tear. Her
ruffled neckline became an enchanting frame for her lace trimmed breasts.
Thanking provenance and weak materials, he trailed kisses down her neck and
touched his tongue to lace over her hardening nipples. Completely forgetting that
they were in a family parlor and not a boudoir, he slid his hand up her skirt, stroking
her thighs.

There was a knock on the door, “Emily dear,” said Aunt Minerva,
“has everything been settled?”

Michael and Emily broke apart in a hurried fashion. Michael
regained his composure first and said, “No, not yet. | am still explaining the
advantages of our match to Miss Blakely.” Emily flushed deeper and touched her

hand to her swollen mouth and hurriedly pulled her damaged dress up. Michael
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grinned unabashedly and said, “Miss Blakely it would do me a great honor if you
would become my wife.”

“I-1 am not sure,” she stammered bemused. “I can't think rationally
when you do those things. We hardly know one another—and what you thought
you knew you mistook for a ... a country courtesan. Matthew explained all of it to
me this morning after breakfast.”

Damn Warrick, he thought. Aloud, Michael asked, “Did he also
explain that you attracted me so strongly that I could not think rationally? That the
beauty I see shining out of your eyes affected me so strongly that it compelled me
to try and secure you for my own?” She looked at him with a wary look in her eyes.
As he brought out a box from his pocket, he remembered her as a child of fourteen,
climbing out of the small pond on her father's estate; a beautiful, nude nymph with
moisture droplets clinging like diamonds to her shapely form. He looked into her
eyes and slipped the large ruby ring onto her finger. She was startled to see a
beautiful ring that was much more elaborate and expensive than anything that her
aunts owned. She tried to remove the ring to hand it back to him, but it was stuck
firmly. “I don't think | should accept this right now. This is beyond the pale for a
courtship gift.”

“That is because it is a betrothal ring. Obviously, the ring was made
for you, a sign that you are to keep it and all that it means. | want the ceremony as
quickly as possible.”

Lady Minerva burst into the room at that point, “Is it all settled?”

At the same time, he said, “Yes” and she said, “No.” They looked at
each other with consternation.

“My dear Emily, what happened to your dress?” asked Lady
Minerva. Then with a sudden dawning of comprehension, “Lord Althorpe! Shame
on you young man! Emily, I know he is dashing enough to turn a young lady's head,
but you simply must keep him at arms length if you want a courtship.”

Michael protested, “I was thinking of acquiring a special license and

waiting just long enough for my parents to arrive in town.”
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“Lord Althorpe, I cannot decide if you are impatient or impetuous—
maybe a little of both,” Lady Minerva exclaimed with an amused laugh. She
continued more seriously, “You must realize that any scandal derived from an
unseemly haste would have the effect of damaging not only Emily's reputation, but
your credibility in the House of Lords. Any bill brought forward or vigorously
supported by you would not be given as serious a consideration if you were known
to not have control over certain aspects of your personal life.”

“Aunt Minerva, | would be agreeable to an understanding. 1 don't
want to cause a problem,” said Emily quietly.

“Nonsense girl, we are going to do the thing up right! We will

announce your betrothal at your come out ball."
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Chapter8

Emily had plenty of time to think prior to luncheon. She wondered if she
would, after so many years, finally have a place she belonged. Could a marriage
have a great chance of success from such shabby beginnings? For her, it would be a
brilliant match; for him, a probable misalliance. He possibly thought that she was
not discriminating in company. If only he had remembered who she was and
decided that he wanted her for herself and not because of some sort of
misunderstanding. In truth, she was still hurt inside that a momentous time in her
girlhood was such a totally forgettable occurrence in his life. He likely had had so
many varied life experiences that she had been lost among the crowd of female
acquaintances of his. She walked over to the window and ignored the summons of
the bell for luncheon. She wished her mother were still alive. Her mother’s sisters
tried to be good mentors to her but they had their own families and concerns. The
one aunt with whom she had the most attachment was her Aunt Dorothea, whose
sore joints kept her in Bath. But, even she had no compunction sending her off to

other family members if someone was needed elsewhere.

After luncheon, the ladies of the household went to pay calls. Though she
rarely came to town, Lady Minerva Warrick had a large number acquaintance, some
of whom were well connected ladies. Some of these ladies were friends she had
made when she was at the Bath School for Young Ladies, the others she had made
when she was a debutante. The ladies were from some of the best families in the
ton and most had made socially acceptable, if not brilliant, matches. Minerva
herself had not made a brilliant match socially, but the scholar her father had
frowned upon as being far beneath their family socially had made excellent husband
material, Minerva thought in her opinion. Lady Minerva and her young companions
were waiting in the well appointed hall while their cards were taken in to her old
friend, Lady Sarah Bennington, the Viscountess Anders. Lady Sarah had made a
brilliant match but she and her noble husband lived separate lives. He had his

Parliamentary seat in the House of Lords and his cronies, while she substituted
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being a premier society hostess in place of a meaningful relationship with her
husband. Lady Minerva felt she had the better marriage but she knew that Lady
Sarah would have been aghast if she knew that she was pitied.

Looks like Sarah has been redecorating again, Lady Minerva thought as she
examined the detailing of a crocodile table in the hall. Sir Horace forbade changes
in the house décor just for fashion. Luckily she had children who could be depended
upon to cause a calamity just when she was getting bored with the current
furnishings. As the sitting room in their London residence was looking a little dated,
she decided it was time to either accidentally let one of the coach dogs into the
house or give Peter a new ball.

The butler came back and; returned to show the three ladies into the room
where Lady Sarah and another lady awaited. Lady Sarah crossed the room to give
Lady Minerva a light hug and an air kiss by her cheek. “Oh, I am so glad to see you
Minerva! However did you manage to break away from that appalling bucolic
domesticity you love so much to come to town?”

“It was very hard to do, Sarah,” Lady Minerva said dryly. “But | wanted to
do the right thing by my daughter and my niece. May | present to both of you, my
niece Emily Blakely and my daughter Beatrice.”

The other lady in the room nodded her head in acknowledgement of the
introduction as the girls curtsied. While she looked closely at Emily, Emily felt a
vague stirring of recognition and a dawning certainty that she knew this lady. The
lady smiled and said, “Emily dear, it has been a long time. You may not remember
me, but I was a close friend of your mama, you used to call me Aunt Louisa.”

Lady Minerva said with happiness, “Emily, Lady Louisa was your mother's
first choice for your godmother but at the time of your Christening, Lord Liverpool
and she were newlyweds and she could not leave town at that time. Lord Liverpool
was just starting out on his brilliant political career.”

“Dear Emily, please say that you remember me a little--1 have fond
memories of what a sweet, well mannered child you were,” Lady Louisa said

beseechingly. Emily crossed over to her mother's old friend and said, “I remember
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you well Lady Louisa. Mama loved your visits and | loved the sweetmeats you used
to slip me when she wasn't looking.”

“Ahem,” Lady Sarah cleared her throat, “Minerva, Louisa and | were
discussing the young ladies come out Ball and Louisa had an interesting
suggestion...”

“l was wondering if you would let Liverpool and | to volunteer our ballroom.
We were not blessed with children and | would love to play some small part in
helping with the social launch of two such lovely young ladies.”

“Why, that would be delightful,” Emily's Aunt Minerva said. “We needed a
room larger than our ballroom. Emily and Lord Althorpe have come to an
understanding...Emily dear, show the ladies your betrothal ring.

Emily removed her glove and displayed the ring. The rare sunlight chose
that moment to shine through the window and the dark red of the ruby gleamed
mysteriously while the diamonds cast a beautiful rainbow onto the wall.

“My dear, what a beautiful ring!” exclaimed Lady Sarah. “How long has
Lord Althorpe been courting you?”

Minerva replied for Emily, “Their families have been acquainted since they
were children and in fact a tentative understanding was reached when they were
children. It was to be encouraged when Emily was of age for them to make a
match.”

“Whatever could have been the incentive?” asked Lady Sarah. “Emily is an
attractive young lady, but, pardon me my dear, not a diamond of the first water like
my dear Ermintrude. | have never heard that the Blakelys left any fortune to their
daughter. In fact, | heard all of the property was entailed on a cousin.”

Lady Louisa said knowingly, “To a gentleman of property and fortune who
has political ambitions, Miss Blakely has something extremely valuable; she has
prominent social connections. Her father was a crony of poor Lord Spencer, the
previous Prime Minister who was assassinated. And in addition to me, her mother

was also a close friend of Lady Maria Castlereah.”
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Lady Minerva was astonished at the amount of support from Lady Louisa.
While she was friends with her, she was under no illusions that Lady Sarah was
anything but a gossip. Making the Anders household their first stop had been a
tactical ploy to garner support from the lady. In addition to being a tough critic, any
holes to be found in their fabrication would have been ferreted out by Lady Sarah.
With her daughter married to a noble diplomat heading for Vienna, her son away at
school, and a husband involved in his own pleasures, Lady Sarah was left with too
much time alone to think. Minerva felt sorry for her friend but not enough to not
utilize her penchant for rumor and innuendo. “Emily also has some small property
left to her in Northumberland on the Tyne River near one of the estates in the
Conley holdings. We do not wish this to get out, and | am trusting you ladies with
this confidence, my sisters and their families all love Emily, so a substantial dower
has been amassed to establish her credibly.” Minerva knew that by mentioning and
embroidering on her husband’s plans for Emily and swearing them to secrecy, soon
the word would be out all over town. But Lady Sarah was not going to let the
subject go quite yet, “...and yet Emily is all of four and twenty... well past the age of
the usual bride...”

“Althorpe is only four years older than Emily. He needed to establish
himself in town and mature first. While young ladies are settled at an early age,
most young men, with a few notable exceptions,” said Lady Minerva, nodding to
Lady Louisa whose husband had been elected to the House of Commons at the
tender age of twenty, “are like fine wine...they need to mature before decanting.”

Lady Sarah frowned glancing at her husband portrait over the mantle,
looked away and said under her breath, “Some never do.”

The ladies made a few more calls after their visit to the Viscountess Anders.
The final call was to the residence of Mrs. Drummond-Burrell. It was the common
consensus during the calls that both young ladies had charming manners and would
do well this small season. The honorable Mrs. Drummond-Burrell, however, was
reputedly harder to impress than any other patroness on the board at Almacks.

“My dear, Miss Blakely, you do have the look of your late mother,” she said

after looking at Emily for a long moment.
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“Did you know her well ma’am?” Emily queried politely.

“As well as anyone knows the other debutantes the year we make our
bows,” she answered. “We were presented at court the same day. | owe her a debt
of kindness.”

Emily looked quizzically at the lady, but did not question her. One did not
interrogate anyone as high in the instep as Mrs. Drummond-Burrell. Emily glanced
at her aunt who imperceptibly shook her head, indicating that now was not the time.

“Be that as it may, | could not have issued vouchers if your behavior was
not up to snuff,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said with a sniff. “Please, do be on time.

We would deny Wellington himself entry if he came one second after eleven.”

On the carriage ride home Emily said, “So many people that | only knew
from the society pages knew my mother even though she was married to a minor
nobleman. | know she and Papa were quite fond of one another, but didn't
Grandmother encourage her daughters to marry gentlemen of fortune and title?”

“Our father was the one encouraging us to try and make brilliant matches,”
Aunt Minerva said. “Mama always said that one married a man not a title; if the
man was not right, then the social success of being titled was not worth it. One
spends approximately four months out of the year socializing during the season.
That leaves eight months when one spends time with one's spouse. If a lady is
married to a drunkard or a bore, life can be incredibly tedious. Unfortunately, my
friend Lady Sarah's husband is both. She lives for the season and letters from
friends. However, if you girls were to marry a worthy gentleman who also is
socially prominent, why that would be the best of both worlds.”

Both Emily and Beatrice looked at one another and knew that they would
attempt to discern a gentleman's true worth before taking the ultimate step. Emily
felt that Michael was possibly the best of both worlds, but she would be happy to
not rush into a marriage only to repent it at her leisure.

She wondered at her aunt’s wondrous abilities at dissembling: a little

contributed pocket money becomes a substantial dower; a half forgotten childhood
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meeting becomes a tentative betrothal agreement. Uncle Horace always said that

England lost a master tactician when Aunt Minerva was born female.
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Chapter 9

“Oh look, my dears,” cried Aunt Minerva as she gestured to the silver salver
in the hall. “We have had callers since we left this afternoon.”

She crossed over and picked up one of the cards and read, “Lynnette Pierce,
Countess of Ballard.”

Bingham returned from the butler’s pantry with a package. “Your ladyship,
this was left with the card for Miss Blakely.”

Emily brought the package into the butler’s pantry to open it. Inside, Emily
found a beautiful dark green riding habit with matching hat, and gloves, along with
a note. Michael had mentioned to her ladyship that Emily was having several
outfits made up at Madame Montpelier's dress shop. Lady Lynette had had the
woman quickly alter a ready made riding habit to Emily's measurements. It seemed
that Emily, Matthew and Beatrice were invited to go riding tomorrow morning. It
also seemed that Michael was bringing a suitable mount for her to ride. Emily was
glad that it wouldn’t be that dusty slug she had the last time.

As she moved through the house with her package, she saw Matthew
slamming the front door with exuberance. He spied Emily and exclaimed,
“Althorpe is a great gun!"

"Althorpe?" she enquired eyebrow raised.

"l got to know him today. We went to Tattersall’s and we were invited to
join the 'Bond Street Beaus' in the window at White's." Matthew seemed to be in
waxing enthusiastic about awe of Michael and how they spent the afternoon. "Em,
he even asked my opinion about what kind of horse to purchase for you!"

"For me?" she queried surprised.

"Yeah, he said that as a soon-to-be member of his family he couldn't have
you seen on an obvious job horse. Besides, he said he needed another ladies' mount
for his stable anyway. By the way Em, I'm real sorry for that jobber I put you on the
other day. It was the only thing available at the stable."”

“Matthew you have never been anything less than kind to me. 1| really

appreciate all of your thoughtfulness," Emily smiled.
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Matthew turned red and kind of lowered his head into his prettily tied
neckcloth. He mumbled, "Should've done better for you being my favorite female
cousin and all.”

"Matthew," she laughed, "I am your only female cousin.”

Matthew looked up his eyes twinkling, smiling, “Yeah, that too. Papa told
me to get a likely looking slug for Bea as well. She isn't the rider you are but "Papa
said that, ahem, ‘we do not let the ladies of our family out on inferior horseflesh.””
"I can imagine tomorrow is going to be an interesting day," Emily

concluded.

Later that day, Lord Debenham went to his club to have a brandy
and to gather gossip. He gripped his snifter tighter upon hearing that Althorpe and
his new fiancé would be feted at, of all things, the Prime Minister’s residence. It
was all he could do to not hurl his brandy into the fireplace. It seems that Miss
Emily Blakely’s darling common mother was a bosom bow to, of all people, Lady
Louisa, the Prime Minister’s wife. It took all his self control to smile and make
noncommittal conversation. | wonder, he thought, what would happen if something

should happen to spoil their perfect plans? Maybe someone should see to it.

The next day dawned slightly overcast with a faint mist swirling around the
horses’ hooves. Michael had arrived at the civilized hour of 9:30 after he had
broken his fast at his sister's home. He and the Warrick contingent were going to
meet with the Ballard party at the East gate of Regent's park. He brought a
handsome roan mare for Emily to ride. It was beautifully bridled with shiny new
black saddlery with brass accents. It was the most stunning thing Emily had ever
seen.

When they arrived at the park his sister Lynnette and her husband James,
the Earl of Ballard, were waiting. Michael made introductions and Lynnette

immediately spoke to Emily admiringly of the striking picture she made on the
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mare. Emily warmed to Lynnette right away--she seemed to genuinely wish to get
to know Emily.

Emily glanced at Michael and saw that his attention was totally focused on
her. It gave her a tingling sensation. He gazed into her eyes then let his eyes travel
to her breasts. Emily's face pinkened as her nipples tightened, remembering how he
had caressed them that night at VVauxhall and in her aunt's drawing room. She
shifted in her side saddle as the sensation spread to the juncture of her legs in her
most intimate place. Emily must have made some response to Lynnette because
Lynnette turned and said something to Beatrice who smiled and told a funny story
about the twins. Emily looked toward the fog enshrouded trees and thought that it
might be easy to get lost or separated in the park this morning. The fog seemed to
be thicker than it was a few moments ago.

Michael drew along side Emily and they walked their horses toward the
trees. The rest of the party did not seem to notice them as they disappeared into the
mist. Emily looked back and while she could hear the conversations of their family
members, she could not see them.

"Blessed fog...couldn't have planned it better,” Michael said with a naughty
grin. “When | saw the fog this morning, | sent my man to a particular place in the
park to set up a place to discuss our nuptials.”

"What is there to say my lord?" Emily looked confused. "We will
court and if we suit, we will announce our betrothal at the ball Lady Liverpool is
planning for Beatrice and me."

He frowned, "Lady Liverpool?"

"A friend of my Mama's from her school days."

"We could be wed by special license and be back from our
honeymoon in the Lake District in time to have them announce our marriage."

"B-but don't you want to be taken seriously as a Member of
Parliament?" Emily stammered. "Aunt Minerva said that you did not wish to get a
name for reacting impetuously.”

"Doesn't matter to me, my brother-in-law and my father will always support

anything I feel strongly enough to debate,” he said nonchalantly.
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"Lord Althorpe...," she began.
"Michael."

"LORD ALTHORPE,” Emily scowled, "I do not wish to be hasty in
marrying you."

"Ah, holding out for a royal duke, are we?" he teased.

"Be serious, | am just a poor relation in a well connected family--y-
you would not be just a brilliant match for me but a stellar one. The match for you
would not have any advantages..."

"Oh, I can think of one or two," he said as he stopped the horses and
was met by a groom. He dismounted and walked over to Emily and lifted her
protesting from her horse.

“But I actually wanted to go riding!”

“l wanted to talk to you and get to know you better,” he said. “What
better place than out here where no one can see us, but can find us easily.”

Emily looked at him doubtfully. The thickness of the fog was
getting worse and she could see moisture beading on his hat. He took her hand and
led her over to where she could see a small brazier as his man lifted a tarp off of
pillows and a blanket. She was given a steaming mug of cocoa poured from a
carafe. Michael removed his hat and placed it on the blanket. He turned, smiled a
boyish grin at her and she was suddenly fourteen again and he was the eighteen year
old boy on break from Oxford. A tendril of his shining, dark brown hair curled
charmingly over his forehead. She could not help herself she reached out and
smoothed it back. He caught her hand and pealed the glove back from her wrist and
placed a lingering Kiss there. He gathered her in his arms and started to kiss her
deeply when he yelped and jumped back. She had spilled hot chocolate down his
back. Emily tried not to smile but soon Michael’s eyes were twinkling with

merriment. They both burst out laughing.

Suddenly, Michael was bashed over the head by a stranger coming
out of the fog. Then he spoke in a mocking, cockney voice saying, “I loves it when
the quality makes it easy to do me job. Come now girly, | be paid roight 'andsome I
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‘as to take you off for a bit 'o sport. Stop struggling or I'll give ya wot | gave yer
gent. Oi 'ave been paid to cause 'is nibs 'ere a bit of embarrassment. Com' on then.
“Tis nofin' ya haven't done 'afore.”

Emily stopped struggling and said in a fair imitation of what she
thought a fashionable impure might say, “I have never had a strong exciting man of
the streets.”

“ats the ticket!” he loosened his grip on Emily and turned her in his
arms. As he wasn't much taller than she was, Emily ducked her head, butted his
chin and then nailed him in the groin with her knee. As he held himself, the groom
who hadn't been visible in the swirling fog walked up behind the cursing villain
with the brazier in his hands and brought it down on the villain’s head. Emily
hurried over to where Michael was trying to stand. “Did you come in a carriage
when you set up this area?” Emily said to the groom.

“Yes, Miss. The carriage is just the other side of these trees.”

“Help me get his lordship into the carriage.” She stopped and stared
at the unconscious footpad. “We'll just hope that he stays unconscious until we get
Michael into the carriage.”

Michael was unable to contribute much to transporting himself to the
carriage. After much pushing and pulling, he was ensconced in the small town
carriage. Luckily, the coachman saw them and pushed him up the step.

“Your name, sir?” Emily asked the groom.

“Hastings Miss,” he replied distractedly looking off towards where the
footpad lay out of sight in the fog.

“Hastings, you go and secure that man. | am certain that the gentlemen of
the family would like to question him.”

The groom went back to see if he could secure the man with the ties he had
used to bundle the blankets and pillows. The ruffian had escaped but the groom
noticed that the bushes and grass nearby indicated that his gait was far from steady.

“Here,” Emily said to Hastings when he returned. “Take Lord
Althorpe's horse and notify Lord and Lady Ballard what has happened and I will

take him back to his house.”

53

© 2006 by The Dark Castle Lords. All rights reserved



Naked Visions Silver Blue Dreams Veronica Towers

Michael was hurting, even the movement of the extremely well
sprung carriage made his head pound and his stomach churn. “What hit me?” he
groaned.

Hastings said he found a heavy cudgel where we left the footpad. Do you
remember what happened?” Emily asked.

“Only too well,” he grimaced looking up at her from his reclining
position in the carriage. “Foolishly, | had arranged a special tryst in the park, not
taking into account that foggy, out of the way areas are where footpads like to hang
out.”

“Then you didn’t hear what the man said,” Emily replied. “He said
he was paid to dishonor me and to humiliate you. He thought that | was a member
of the fashionable impure.”

“No, I didn't hear that,” wrinkling his forehead and trying to recall
what he saw and heard in his semiconscious state. “Are you sure?” he asked,

She frowned at him, “I know what he said and | know what he was
trying to do, when | head butted him and disabled his manhood.”

“Wha--,”he turned his head quickly and winced. “How did you know
to do that?”

“Let us just say that none of my male cousins ever wanted to play

dolls with me when | visited.”
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Chapter 10

Emily had instructed the coachman to take Michael to Althorpe house very
slowly. By the time they arrived, the riding party was there waiting for them. The
carriage was driven to the back so as to minimize viewing by the vulgarly curious.
Several burly footmen had been summoned from both the Warrick and the Ballard
residences to assist in transporting Michael into the house. This was not easily
achieved and not without Michael casting up his accounts in the mews behind the
residence. Thomas Winslow, Michael's secretary and distant cousin, saw to it that
he was carefully carried up to his bedchamber

“Hmm,” he said frowning, “nasty bit of work this, and I’ll have to
call in Bow Street to investigate.”

Emily sought out Lord Ballard and her cousin Marcus who had
hurried home from his club as soon as he had heard of the attack. She told them the
particulars of the attack. At the end of her tale, she asked, “Why would someone
wish to harm Michael in such a way?”

“l don't know,” Lord Ballard sighed. “Michael's heir to his title is a
distant cousin who lives in seclusion on a distant estate with his immediate family.
He's a scholarly sort of fellow--not ambitious in a worldly sort of way.”

Marcus thought for a moment then said, “Isn't Michael cosponsoring
a bill with you to bring financial relief to all of our soldiers and sailors? A personal
attack like this would be considered a good stratagem for discrediting Michael in
the House of Lords.”

Lord Ballard speculated, “Michael did just give his mistress the
conge...”

Marcus glaring daggers at Lord Ballard for speculating on something like
that in front of his cousin. “Emily, | am anxious to hear what the sawbones has to
say about Michael. As his intended, he might be more forthcoming to you than

anyone else.”
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Emily recognized a red herring when she heard it. She was tempted to stay
and learn more of Michael's affairs, but her concern for Michael overwhelmed her
curiosity.

The doctor had just left Michael’s room and Emily stopped to hear the
instructions that he was giving the valet. “Young lady, it would be a good thing to
keep him awake to make sure his brain does not become addled,” the doctor said.

She went directly to Michael’s room where he was lying in bed with
the shades drawn and said “I don't wish to tax you any more, my lord, but I need to
keep you talking. A doctor once told me that with head injuries you can't give
laudanum or allow the patient to sleep for at least eight hours. Have you read Guy
Mannering yet?”

“No, but I am sure | have a copy in the library. | have enjoyed all of
Scott's Waverly novels.”

“Why don't | send the footman to the library for it and | will read it
to you?”

Michael assented and soon her soothing voice had him enthralled in
the story of Guy Mannering. The door to the room stood open and a maid was in
attendance for propriety’s sake. Michael's sister Lynnette stopped by occasionally
to check on the patient. Emily stopped reading upon the arrival of another maid
baring Michael’s midday meal, consisting of fresh beef broth and weak tea. Emily
left the room to get her own luncheon and found their whole extended family
waiting for her in the dining room.

“Our parents will be here in the morning,” Lady Lynette said. “It
would be unseemly for you to stay the night—even if your betrothal had been
announced. | would stay with him tonight, but Ballard says | have had enough
excitement for today.” her cheeks pinkened, “we are breeding again.”

It was after seven when Emily returned home to find her aunt
and her aunt's dresser were awaiting her. “Come along now dear,” her Aunt
Minerva admonished. “We do not wish to be late!”

“It was such an eventful day, why are we going

Out?”
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“Althorpe is doing well isn't he?” Aunt Minerva queried. “This is about
scotching any tittle tattle about his accident. You must appear to not have a care in
the world. The ton is all about appearances. If you don't appear, whoever attacked
Althorpe today will think he was at least partially successful. Now we have two
hours to get you presentable.”

Emily was dressed in her newly arrived ballgown: a green sarcenet with
gold trim, matching gloves and slippers. She was tired and did not wish to go out
and talk inanities with fashionable fribbles. She has only been in town three days
and she had already spent a fortune on clothing, gotten lost at Vauxhall, become
nearly betrothed, and been attacked by a footpad. All of this before she had even
gone to her first ball' No wonder Aunt Minerva says the regular season is

exhausting—this was only a portion!

The family arrived at the Filbert Ball with the usual waiting in a
crush of carriages. Lord and Lady Filbert, their son Dominic, just graduated from
Oxford, and daughter Cassandra, a young seventeen year old who had made her
debut this past spring, were in the hall receiving their guests. Lady Filbert
exclaimed, “Oh Minerva | could have picked these two as being from your family
even without seeing you together! Beatrice, you are the image of your mother!
And Emily is it? You look just like your mother, God rest her soul.”

Beatrice and Emily murmured their thanks to their hostess.

Lady Filbert said with a pointed look at her son, “I'm sure these
prettily behaved young ladies are going to be much in demand for dances. An
intelligent gentleman would do well to secure his dances early. Minerva, after all
these tiresome hostess duties are completed, we will have a comfortable coze. 1 am
sorry | was not at home to you when you called yesterday—I was just swamped
with last minute details!”

“Think nothing of it Honoria. | did not expect to do more than leave
our calling cards. | knew you would be overseeing last minute details yourself, the

fine hostess that you are! | simply did not wish to appear to slight one of my
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dearest friends by not leaving a card.” With that Lady Minerva and family moved
on to the ballroom where she spied several more acquaintances she with whom she
needed to speak with. Uncle Horace made a beeline for the card room.

Lady Filbert was soon finished with the receiving line and she
signaled the musicians to begin with a country dance. Young Lord Dominic led out
Beatrice while Matthew led out Emily. The young ladies were not without partners
all evening and did not stop dancing until the musicians took a break. Emily’s
current escort went in search of a cool glass of punch for the ladies. While Emily
was waving her fan talking quietly with Cassandra she noticed a beautiful, dainty
blond with a cupids bow mouth dressed in half mourning.

Beatrice saw where Emily was gazing, “Oh look out! Here comes
the wispy little queen of drama who is about as helpless as a wolf.”

“She bats her eyes and gazes soulfully at the gentlemen and they all act like
fools,” Cassandra muttered grimly. “Lord Chudleigh was getting to the sticking
point when she started in on him all helpless and fluttery hands.”

“I've seen gentlemen go along with that sort of thing rather than seem
churlish,” Emily said frowning. “Didn't I hear some tittle tattle about Lord
Chudleigh and some chit trying to compromise herself with him?”

“Yes, that's him,” replied Cassandra. “Most of the time he is a
gentleman, but even he would not honor an obvious trap. He is only a little foolish
for the helpless female routine...”

Beatrice spoke up, “Don't look now but Leonora, the ‘weeping
willow widow’, is coming this way.”

Emily noted that the lady in question did sort of look all weedy and
wispy with trailing lacy bits of gown in lavender with black trim.

“Oh my dears!” she trilled. “I had heard that you were with Michael
when he was so cruelly struck down by that footpad! However did you manage to
tear yourself away from his side?”

“We managed,” Emily said, a trifle taken aback as she had not been

introduced to this woman. “Michael is fine, he is just staying home tonight and
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playing a few hands of Piquet with Marcus. He should be managing his usual
activities soon.”

Lady Lenora raised her eyebrows enquiringly at Emily and looked at
Cassandra. Cassandra obliged, “May | present Miss Emily Blakely and Miss
Beatrice Warrick to your ladyship. Emily, Beatrice this is the Dowager Countess of
Bentley.” Cassandra had an evil gleam in her eye as she emphasized the current
status of Lady Leonora.

“Miss Warrick and I are well known to one another as one of
Bentley's estates is near her parents’ home. How are dear Lady Minerva and Sir
Horace? And is this your chaperone for this small season?”

“Mama and Papa are here tonight and in fine fettle as you will see for
yourself,” replied Beatrice. Then she added gleefully, “This is my cousin Emily.
Mama is chaperoning us since we could not find anyone of sufficient maturity, such
as yourself, to help out.”

Other than a stiffening of her posture and a steely glint in her eyes,
Lady Leonora ignored that last sally, “I imagine you will try to manage to see some
of the sites, while you are here Miss Blakely. It will make for good conversation
when you go home to where ever it is you live.”

Beatrice spoke again, “As a matter of fact, when Emily quits the
season it will be as Lady Althorpe as she and Lord Althorpe are betrothed.”

“My dear, you must be mistaken. Michael must not have known that
I was free again,” Lady Leonora said as she brought a wisp of a kerchief to her eye
to dab at an imaginary teardrop.

“Emily, show Lady Leonora your betrothal ring,” Beatrice said
gleefully.

Emily fidgeted, clearly uncomfortable. “Beatrice, we were not going
to announce anything until the Liverpool Ball,” she hissed as she reluctantly
unbuttoned her glove and drew it off, displaying the ruby and diamond ring.”

“My dears do not try and cozen me with some Banbury tale—that is

not the Conley betrothal ring.”
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“You’re right,” Beatrice replied. “Lord Althorpe was in such a hurry
to claim Emily that he did not wish to wait for the family betrothal ring. He also
wanted Emily to have something she could keep and not give to the wife of the next
heir.”

Emily noticed that Beatrice had an unholy glint in her eye while
Lady Lenora was frowning. Obviously, this must be something of a sore point for
Lady Leonora. She must have had to give up all of the family pieces to her stepson.
She said through clenched teeth, “That was very thoughtful of Michael.”

“Oh look! Isn’t that Bentley escorting Miss Hamilton-Smith out to
the garden? My, she does look pretty tonight,” Cassandra said with a knowing look
at the others.

Lady Leonora hurriedly excused herself and tried not to look
panicked as she went to break up any téte-a-téte between her stepson and an eligible
miss. As soon as Lady Leonora left earshot, the young ladies looked at one another
and started giggling. “The family went to dear departed Lord Bentley’s lay out at
Bentley Court,” Beatrice said. “It was said in the neighborhood that she was
constantly haranguing Bentley for carriages and baubles. He seemed to wear a
hunted expression all the time. | must say though, when I saw his corpse in the
parlor, the expression on his face was beatific—he was the happiest dead nobleman
| ever saw.”

Emily wondered how Michael was doing and if Marcus was doing a
good job keeping him entertained. She hoped he wouldn’t be upset by Beatrice’s

precipitous announcement of their betrothal.

Meanwhile, Michael had persuaded his staff to help him into a
comfortable chair at a small table in his room. Sometimes his housekeeper, Mrs.
Pimms, would set up a small repast in his room if he had come home late and
cupshot from too much brandy. He also had them send up a tray of cold meat,
cheeses and bread. Marcus brought the cards into the room as Michael made a

sandwich for himself.
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As Marcus made himself a sandwich, “One cannot say that the old
Earl of Sandwich was all bad. | mean, even though he nearly single handedly
brought the British Naval superiority down through his corrupt administration, at
least he invented the sandwich.”

Michael set his plate to the side as he shuffled the cards. “It’s not like other
administrations didn’t have their share of corruption—just look at the scandalous
waste of supplies and materials by corrupt army quartermasters during the late war
with France.”

Marcus said with a faraway look in his eyes, “Some quartermasters
did their best to acquire and distribute supplies.”
Michael was abruptly reminded that his friend owed his life to a
quartermaster who had defended him from looters at the cost of his own life.
Marcus, as he picked up his cards, thought of his contact with the
home office, Lord Debenham. Sometimes they are not just corrupt but are fools as
well. He had not decided how much to tell Michael.
“By the by, where is my charming, soon-to-be betrothed tonight?”
“Aunt Minerva and the cousins prevailed upon her to hold to the

schedule of entertainments and go to the Filbert’s Ball,” Marcus replied.

“Aunt Minerva, | think every loose screw and cad has tried to scrape
an acquaintance with us tonight,” Emily complained. “All of them claimed close
friendship to Simon and Patrick and prevailed upon Matthew to introduce them.”

“l know what you mean! If even a third of those rake shames are
truly friends of those two, | will have to talk to your Uncle Cecil about them,” Aunt
Minerva agreed exasperated. “I am going to have to warn Matthew about
introducing anyone who claims acquaintance with the twins.”

Emily glanced toward the door and saw a couple enter the room.
The gentleman had raven hair touched at the temples with gray and, even from a
distance, the hard expression and lines of overindulgence were clearly evident. The

lady was a dark haired beauty who dressed in a thin red muslin gown. Her chemise,
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if she even had one on, was so gossamer thin that one could make out the glitter of
her bejeweled garters. Aunt Minerva saw her gaze and stated in a sotto voice,
“Avert your eyes girl! Do not be caught looking at that man as he is just a nobleman
not a gentleman! Your Uncle Horace refers to him as a dirty dish.”

Emily pulled her eyes from the couple and focused them
determinedly on her aunt, “Who is he and who is the lady?”

Aunt Minerva took another quick glance at the couple, “Oh dear
Lord, this is beyond the pale even for him,” she muttered distracted.

“Aunt Minerva?” Emily prodded.

“Oh dear,” Aunt Minerva sighed, “I had better tell you, someone else
will soon | assure you...” Emily raised her eyebrows enquiringly. “That woman is
Miss Dubonnet, reportedly Lord Althorpe’s mistress.”

His mistress! Emily thought. How am | to compete with a beautiful,
worldly woman like that? Emily had no confidence in her abilities to keep a jaded
gentleman of the ton focused on her charms. Emily’s thoughts were interrupted
when, to her aunt’s consternation, the couple in question walked straight up to them.

The gentleman spoke, “Well Minerva, it has been a long time! Is this
another one of your lovely and amazingly fecund sisters? Won’t you introduce
me?”

“Lord Stanhope,” Aunt Minerva said with a roll of her eyes, flattered
in spite of herself. “You know very well that this is my niece and I will not
introduce you to her. You, sir, are not a proper sort of gentleman for her to know,
as you are well aware!”

“Allow me to introduce my companion, Miss Dubonnet, to Miss Blakely”
he interjected smoothly as if Lady Minerva had not spoken.

“Ah Miss Blakely, | *ave ‘eard so much about you,” Miss Dubonnet
intoned in her overdone French accent. “Michael said...” she paused, eyelids
fluttering down like she made an unintentional faux pas, “I meant to say someone
said to me that you were a charming young lady.”

The whole ballroom seemed to be trying to discreetly watch this

titillating scene. Emily did not bandy words with the older woman. She glanced at
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her, letting her eyes trail from her head to her toes and back again, then turned
towards her aunt and said, “Aunt Minerva, | see Beatrice over there in the corner
with Matthew. Shall I send him to the card room for Uncle Horace? | imagine he
would like to talk to your delightful acquaintance Lord Stanhope.” She picked up
her skirts and suited her actions to her words. The trio she left behind all wore
stunned expressions: Aunt Minerva with bemused pride, Stanhope with grudging
admiration, Miss Dubonnet with dawning rage at just being given the cut direct by
someone she considered much less attractive than herself.

Michael, with Marcus trailing behind, carefully stepped into the
ballroom just in time to see his intended snub his former light 0’ love. The bad
headache, which had been exacerbated by the protests of Marcus, his valet and even
his coachman about him leaving his sick bed, momentarily abated as he beheld the
vision of Emily in her new ballgown. He then refocused his attention on Clarisse
Dubonnet.

What the devil is she doing here, he wondered. And who thought it was a
splendid idea to introduce his fiancé to his former mistress? He recognized the
gentleman with her, Stanhope that old court card! His head began to throb again.
He watched Stanhope lean down and whispered something to Clarisse as she looked
like she wanted to follow Emily and throttle her. He started making his way to
Beatrice, as Emily seemed to be heading in that direction, but before he could meet
up with Emily, he was waylaid by Lady Leonora.

“Michael, you came after all!” she exclaimed seizing his arm. As he
glared at her and glanced pointedly down at his arm, she reluctantly released it. “I
have heard the most dreadful story please tell me it isn’t so...”

“What story would that be,” he said absently as he watched Emily
meeting with Beatrice.

“Why the one that you are betrothed to that insipid spinster, Emily
Blakely,” she exclaimed.

“It’s not been announced yet but it is true enough,” he replied.

She brought her wisp of a kerchief up to her eye and dabbed, “How

could you do this to us?”
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Oh lord, she is going to make a scene. “Compose yourself,” he said
coldly, “there is no us—you married Bentley. Now that | am in line for an Earldom,
I seem a more attractive proposition for you than when I was untitled.”

“... but I am free now...” she started to weep.

He grabbed her arm and forced her out onto the balcony to get her

out of the ballroom.

Emily saw the last actions and saw red. She saw Lord Dominic, their
hostess’ son, walking to them with some punch. She walked over to him and said
with a smile, “I am feeling a little overheated. Could you please escort me to the
balcony?”

Lord Dominic, who had also seen the pair head to the balcony,
assented reluctantly and escorted Emily outside. There, they were surprised to see
Michael pushing Lady Leonora away and stepping back just as she would try to
seize his arm. “Oh Michael, how could you be so beastly... | told you my parents
made me marry him,” she babbled tearfully.

Emily left Lord Dominic standing with the punch glasses, an
unwilling audience to the scene. She walked up to Lady Leonora, and said very
quietly, “You will stay away from my betrothed.”

“Michael!” she protested. “She is threatening me!”

Michael just looked at her with an impassive expression on his face.
Emily said, “Michael asked to marry him and | am not so foolish as to turn him
down. If you dare to come near him or any of my cousins again, | will draw your
cork for you.”

“Oh Michael,” she said grabbing Michael’s arm again, “She is the
veriest hoyden!”

Emily sighed, made a fist and hit Lady Leonora in the nose. “Don’t
try that again or I will push you into the fountain.”

“She hit me,” Lady Leonora mumbled into her wispy kerchief,

which was great for show but terrible at staunching a bloody nose.
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Emily turned to the amazed Lord Dominic, “Lord Dominic, | think
Lady Leonora needs the punch more than | do right now. Then, would you please
escort her to her carriage?”

“But of course,” Lord Dominic strode up and took a subdued Lady
Leonora in hand and escorted her to the front of the house where the carriages were
lined up but not before looking back at Emily with a look of amused admiration.

Emily watched them walk away, then glanced up at Michael face,
worried about what he would think of her actions, and was relieved to discover he
had a wicked glint in his eye. “My lady!” he teased. “You have saved me from the
evil intentions of that dastardly damsel! Now | suppose you are going to carry me
off into yon gazebo and have your wicked way with me,” he sighed as he rolled his
eyes.

“Don’t be silly,” Emily said, exasperated. “I have been fending off
cads and rakehells all night long, not to mention your former friends. Beatrice told
Lady Leonora about our betrothal, by now it is all over the ballroom.”

“...ah so | need get a betrothal kiss from you,” he backed her up
against the wall of the balcony and took her into his arms. He brought his lips close
to hers and Emily stared up at him mesmerized. She licked her lips and looked at
his mouth. He gently touched his lips to hers and inhaled her gasping breath. She
felt the tingle of her nipples as his hand dipped inside her low bodice. She felt
warm dampness at the juncture of her legs as he pressed his erect cock into her
belly.

As he licked and nipped her shoulder, Emily, striving to regain control of
her reeling senses, said breathlessly, “I thought the Doctor said you were to stay in
your bedchamber tonight.”

“Ah yes, | am an injured man and you need to be very careful with me,” he
replied smoothly. “It is so hot in the ballroom and there isn’t a place to sit down. |
really need to find a place to sit—I am feeling a little unsteady on my feet.”

“Michael you look quite fit to me,” Emily looked at him suspiciously as she

moved out of his embrace.
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“Trust me,” he said with exasperation. “As soon as | heard that you
were coming to the Filbert’s ball tonight, | had to come. | knew that it would be
common gossip that | had offered for you and every scoundrel in London would be
trying to scrape an acquaintance. | had to argue every step of the way and now |
really need to have a seat.”

Emily was flattered, but she could not tell if he was pale, as the moon was
obscured by clouds. The only place available nearby to sit was the gazebo. So she
solicitously assisted Michael to the bench there.

The subtle aroma of the Old Blush pink roses climbing the gazebo walls the
faint mist of fog gathering around the area seemed to grant a further element of
intimacy and the illusion of privacy. “Now,” he said, “where were we?”

Emily felt her face pinken as she mentally berated herself for
falling for his blandishments. “Michael, the whole ballroom saw you and Lady
Leonora come out here and then Lord Dominic and I followed. I think we have had
had better...” Michael suddenly swept her up in his arms and laid her down on the
cushions with himself on top.

Emily could not help herself. She quite forgot about her aunt and all of the
people in the ballroom. This man was Michael, the star of all of her childish
fantasies—the man she always pictured in her head when she read a Minerva Press
novel. Her hero was kissing her thoroughly and raising the hem of her skirts. His
hands were stroking the silky skin of her thighs, spreading her legs apart, touching
her in an intimate caress on her mons. Emily felt bereft as he lifted himself off of
her and made a protest. “Shh, I am not stopping, just changing where I am kissing
you,” he whispered. He started to kiss and lick the inside of her thighs, moving up
to the triangle of hair covering her secrets. He parted the lips of her labia with his
dew slick fingers and blew on the engorged pink flesh he saw.

“My dear, you are in need, aren’t you?” he asked huskily.

Emily gasped in response as he kissed and suckled her there.
She felt something just out of reach, something building inside her.

Suddenly, she heard Beatrice say, “I know | saw her go that way. We need

to find her before Simon and Patrick.”
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Emily scooted away from his teasing tongue abruptly and hastily rearranged
her skirts; Michael gave her a slow intimate smile and straightened his cravat.
“Over here,” he said.

When Beatrice and Cassandra came into sight, he said, “Emily was still
feeling a little excited after drawing Leonora’s cork for her...”

“Did you really?” Beatrice questioned excitedly. “I have wanted to do that
this age...”

“We decided to sit out here for a while,” Michael continued and kissed
Emily’s wrist, giving the young ladies a hint as to what else they had been doing.

Cassandra said conversationally, “Why the gazebo, Lord Althorpe? Didn’t
you know that there is a bench near the balcony?”

“Oh really,” he said with a knowing look at Emily, “With the knock on the
head that I received today, | must have forgotten.”

Beatrice smirked, “I’m sure you did. Mama is looking for you Emily. It is
almost time for the supper dance.”

“I’m sure whoever signed your card for the supper dance will grant me his
dance, newly betrothed as we are...”

The small group made their way back to the ballroom as the sets were being
formed for the supper dance. Lord Dominic conceded his dance to Michael.

The movements of the dance left little time for intimate conversation.
Michael thought, much as he enjoyed her reading, he preferred dancing with Emily.
He hadn’t felt this good all day. He smiled at Emily he should have tried this

Sooner.
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Chapter 11

After Marcus had delivered Michael home to his scolding valet, Marcus
slipped out the door to take himself off to a gaming hell. He would not darken the
door of a gaming hell if it were not for the fact that he had to seek out his contact,
Lord Debenham.

Marcus peered around the smoke filled room, and saw Lord Debenham,
cravat slightly askew, about to roll the dice. He appeared to have had some luck
tonight, judging from the rouleaux of coins which were in front of his position. The
dice rolled and the croupier called out crab. Marcus watched as much of the coin in
front of Debenham was raked forward to the house.

“Blast and damn,” he said. “Someone switched the dice...”

“Debenham,” Marcus interrupted, “Why don’t you take a break from
the bones and partake of the buffet. Gads man, surely you’ve dropped enough blunt
to pay for it.”

Marcus took him by the elbow and guided him over to the buffet. “S-sorry
old chap,” he slurred. “Oh Derning, did we have a meet on for tonight? I plain
forgot if we did...” Marcus unobtrusively waved his hand in front of his face; the
man’s breath was toxic with cheap brandy.

Oh well, in vino veritas, Marcus thought. “I need to talk to you, Debenham.
My friend, whom you had me watching, was attacked today. Do you have any
further information?”

“As a matter of fact, the home office fellows said that this is getting too
complicated and that since an attack had been perpetrated on a peer, a Runner will
be hired to investigate further,” he said glumly.

“We are to hand over investigating to Bow Street?”

“Yes. | am not to further involve myself in this matter,” he said as he
belched.

“Why don’t I escort you home?” Marcus asked in such a way that brooked

no disagreement. “You are a bit cup shot to be playing with much sense.”
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“You know what?” Debenham replied. “I think you’re right. By the way,
that cousin of yours is devilishly attractive.”

“Who,Bea?”

“Nah, though she’s pretty, too. The one with the copper color hair and
big...” Marcus gave him a warning look “...eyes. If Althorpe doesn’t pan out |
might try for her hand myself.”

“Why the sudden interest?”

“Quite frankly, I could have use of a wife connected to the Prime Minister

and whose family is well thought of in the home office.”

Michael woke the next morning, his mother, Lady Margaret Winslow,
Countess of Conley, came bursting into the room. “Michael Anthony Horatio
Winslow! You were supposed to remain in bed and stay quiet for a couple of days!”

“Mama?!”

“Don’t you Mama me,” she continued. “And what’s this do | hear about
some trollop trapping you into marrying her?”

“Where on earth did you here that?” Michael sat up in bed, clutching his
sheets.

“One of my friends sent me an express note.”

“Who exactly?” Michael groaned.

“Amanda Fitzwilliam,” said his mother.

“You mean the one who has a daughter coming out soon? | thought you
would be pleased since you are well acquainted with the family...” he trailed off.

“Who the devil is she?”

“Mother! Watch your language, please! She is Emily Blakely, daughter of
Sir William and Lady Helen Blakely. As I heard it she and her Aunt Dorothea
visited Conley at least once...”

“Oh, little Emily? Well that is a different story!” Lady Margaret exclaimed.
“l heard that it was some young hoyden lurking by the Dark Walk at Covent Garden

with a band of ruffians!”
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“Mother, she was separated from her male cousins at the fireworks display. |
saw her over by the dark walk with the moonlight shining down on her... | quite
forgot myself entirely and behaved very cavalierly towards her.” Michael said
carefully, his face taking on a ruddy hue.

Michael continued with his story. “Her male cousins came along, the
Randolph twins and Matthew Warrick—they were very upset and | made an offer
for her right away rather than waiting until later in the season.”

“Oh, I am so pleased, Michael!” she beamed at him. *“You are so like your
father; I’ll just wager that you want to marry right away, just like we did. Why, |
remember the first time | met dear Emily. We took tea in the pink marble folly. It
was such a warm day and that folly with all that cool marble—it is wonderful inside
there when it is warm.”

He winced, and said, “Yes, Emily mentioned to me that our folly was very

nice that way.”
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Chapter 12

Emily woke up late the next morning and she rang for the maid. She
quickly performed her morning ablutions and went downstairs to the breakfast room.
The rest of the family was there before her.

“Good morning, my dear,” trilled Lady Minerva. “My, don’t we look pretty
today!”

“Good morning everyone,” Emily replied.

Sir Horace put aside his copy of the Times to give her a greeting. “I hear
you ladies have some special shopping to do today.”

“Yes, we need to go to the dressmakers and get Emily some bride clothes
today,” Beatrice said excitedly. “Emily, Papa is meeting up with Lord Althorpe’s
man of business to discuss the bridal settlements today.”

“What is going on here?” asked a confused Emily.

“Em, you just can’t go out into a dark garden with a fellow for thirty
minutes and not expect people to notice,” Matthew said, clearly uncomfortable.

Oh well, she thought, it’s not as though I did not intend to accept his offer.
“Aunt Minerva, what more should I need in the way of clothing?” she asked.

“Well dear,” Aunt Minerva said with a pointed look at Matthew and the
twins, “I thought we would discuss it along the way. Now we all have our
assignments; Matthew you are to help the governess take Peter and Phoebe to the
Menagerie at the Towers today. Horace you are...”

“l know dear. | am to go by the Times and insert the betrothal notice after |
take Beatrice to Cassandra’s for a visit,” he smiled. “Honestly woman, Nelson
didn’t plan this thoroughly prior to Trafalgar.”

“If he had, he would still be alive,” Aunt Minerva retorted. “Now finish up
and attend to your appointed tasks.”

When Emily and her aunt were finally on their way in the carriage, Lady
Minerva said, “Now then Emily, we are going to the dressmaker who services the
fashionable impure.”

“What else could I possibly need?”
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“Sleeping attire for a married women or women who should be,” she replied.

At the shop, the patroness was gratified to see her best married customer
again. “If more ladies of the ton were to shop in special establishments like mine |
think that more gentlemen would seek entertainment at home,” she said knowingly.

After spending a delightful late morning choosing sleep gowns that made
Emily blush to consider. Lady Minerva and Emily went for a planning luncheon at
the Liverpool residence. Lady Louisa greeted them as they entered the drawing
room. “Minerva, Emily you both look wonderful! This little victory season seems to
be agreeing with you both. This is my social secretary, George McMillan...”
gesturing toward an earnest looking young man in spectacles. “Mr. McMillan will
be making notes for the wedding breakfast which we will hold here.”

Lady Minerva said, “Your home is lovely. You have made a great many
changes since | was here last.”

“Yes, after poor Lord Spencer, the previous Prime Minister, was
assassinated over at Downing Street, we decided to stay in our own residence. With
Liverpool being the new Prime Minister, we felt that our residence would best serve
our needs. You would be surprised at the number of working breakfasts and
luncheons we hold here. The Prince Regent has been here many times; he adores
our chef.”

Lady Louisa showed them the large formal drawing room which was large
enough to hold all of the relatives for the ceremony. “Even though Althorpe is
nominally aligned with the Whig party, he has on occasion voted with the Tories on
matters of national security. Liverpool feels that to hold the Althorpe wedding here
would be a good conciliatory gesture on his part. My dear husband positively toils
so hard to get everyone to work together.”

Lady Minerva replied, “It was so nice of you to be able to throw yourself
into the fray, as it were. Young people are so impetuous nowadays,” she said with
an affectionate glance at Emily. Emily turned her head as tears started in her eyes;
her aunt and Lady Louisa were being so wonderful. She had felt hunted last night
with every rake and rogue last evening leering at her. However, if one asked these

same gentlemen to describe anything but her bosom they would be hard pressed.
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And Michael, oh lord, what he must be thinking. Maybe her character was lacking.
As the thoughts chased themselves around her head, she tried to pay attention to the
plans for the small wedding ceremony. The wonderful luncheon prepared to
perfection tasted like sawdust in her mouth. What if she did something wrong and
embarrassed everyone at the ceremony?

“Emily dear, whatever is the matter? You have hardly touched your food
and you look as though you are about to bolt.” her aunt said, looking concerned.

“I-I’m not used to so much fuss over me,” Emily said tearfully. “Last week I
was a companion and general dogsbody for Aunt Dorothea and this week | am a
betrothed woman to a titled gentleman! Everyone is going to so much trouble for
me. What if | trip on my train, forget someone’s name, not curtsy low enough to a
more socially prominent individual....”

“Emily, we are planning things so that all you must do is show up and say
what the Bishop...” began Lady Louisa.

“A Bishop!” Emily exclaimed.

“Heavens, | knew | should have had you up here in London with me when
you came out of mourning,” sighed Lady Louisa. “But poor Lord Spencer had just
been assassinated and Liverpool was trying to put together a solid government—
still, I should have done something.”

“Louisa, | remember you wrote me at that time and everything was at sixes
and sevens,” Aunt Minerva said gently. “Emily was staying with us at the time. We
should have introduced her then, but I could not because Beatrice was too young,
Matthew was still at Oxford and the twins were just four years old. Her help was
invaluable to me in keeping my household together and then Benjamin Derning
died. Emily was needed to go to my sister since Marcus could not get home from
the 73rd Foot to handle all of the details of the funeral. We have taken sorry
advantage of her over the years.”

“Aunt Minerva, | felt useful and needed, and none of the gentlemen to
whom | had been introduced were sufficiently enamored of my charms to even
begin a courtship,” Emily said finally, “If it were not for a silly misunderstanding,

Michael would not have even noticed me.”
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“Be that as it may, Lord Althorpe is seriously courting you now, in a less
than subtle manner,” Aunt Minerva with a smile. “Or else we would not be meeting
here today to discuss your immediate wedding. Emily dear, please bear in mind for
the future that silk taffeta wrinkles so easily. And ladies who discreetly tryst always
go back through to the withdrawing room and have their coiffures freshened. You
are such an innocent, dear, and Lord Althorpe seems to be a right rogue.”

Emily’s face pinkened in embarrassment. “I’m sorry aunt. He said he was