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1815, ten years before our story begins in earnest . . .

St. Clair’s relationship with his father that he relied upon
to maintain his good humor and general sanity.

One: They did not converse unless absolutely necessary.

Two: All absolutely necessary conversations were to be
kept as brief as possible.

Three: In the event that more than the simplest of salu-
tations was to be spoken, it was always best to have a
third party present.

And finally, four: For the purpose of achieving points
one, two, and three, Gareth was to conduct himself in a
manner so as to garner as many invitations as possible to
spend school holidays with friends.

In other words, not at home.

In more precise words, away from his father.

All in all, Gareth thought, when he bothered to think
about it, which wasn’t often now that he had his avoid-
ance tactics down to a science, these principles served
him well.

And they served his father just as well, since Richard
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St. Clair liked his younger son about as much as his
younger son liked him. Which was why, Gareth thought
with a frown, he’d been so surprised to be summoned
home from school.

And with such force.

His father’s missive had held little ambiguity. Gareth
was to report to Clair Hall immediately.

It was dashed irritating, this. With only two months left
at Eton, his life was in full swing at school, a heady mix
of games and studies, and of course the occasional sur-
reptitious foray to the local public house, always late at
night, and always involving wine and women.

Gareth’s life was exactly as a young man of eighteen
years would wish it. And he’d been under the assump-
tion that, as long as he managed to remain out of his fa-
ther’s line of sight, his life at nineteen would be
similarly blessed. He was to attend Cambridge in the
fall, along with all of his closest friends, where he had
every intention of pursuing his studies and social life
with equal fervor.

As he glanced around the foyer of Clair Hall, he let out
a long sigh that was meant to sound impatient but came
out more nervous than anything else. What on earth
could the baron—as he had taken to calling his father—
want with him? His father had long since announced that
he had washed his hands of his younger son and that he
was only paying for his education because it was ex-
pected of him.

Which everyone knew really meant: It would look bad
to their friends and neighbors if Gareth wasn’t sent to a
proper school.

When Gareth and his father did cross paths, the baron



It’s In His Kiss 3

usually spent the entire time going on about what a disap-
pointment the boy was.

Which only made Gareth wish to upset his father even
more. Nothing like living down to expectations, after all.

Gareth tapped his foot, feeling rather like a stranger in
his own home as he waited for the butler to alert his father
as to his arrival. He’d spent so little time here in the last
nine years it was difficult to feel much in the way of at-
tachment. To him, it was nothing but a pile of stones that
belonged to his father and would eventually go to his elder
brother, George. Nothing of the house, and nothing of the
St. Clair fortunes would come to Gareth, and he knew that
his lot was to make his own way in the world. He supposed
he would enter the military after Cambridge; the only
other acceptable avenue of vocation was the clergy, and
heaven knew he wasn’t suited for that.

Gareth had few memories of his mother, who had died
in an accident when he was five, but even he could recall
her tousling his hair and laughing about how he was never
serious.

“My little imp, you are,” she used to say, followed by
a whispered, “Don’t lose that. Whatever you do, don’t
lose it.”

He hadn’t. And he rather doubted the Church of En-
gland would wish to welcome him into their ranks.

“Master Gareth.”

Gareth looked up at the sound of the butler’s voice. As
always, Guilfoyle spoke in flat sentences, never queries.

“Your father will see you now,” Guilfoyle intoned. “He
is in his study.”

Gareth nodded at the aging butler and made his way
down the hall toward his father’s study, always his least
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favorite room in the house. It was where his father deliv-
ered his lectures, where his father told him he would
never amount to anything, where his father icily specu-
lated that he should never have had a second son, that
Gareth was nothing but a drain on the family finances and
a stain on their honor.

No, Gareth thought as he knocked on the door, no
happy memories here.

“Enter!”

Gareth pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped
inside. His father was seated behind his desk, scribbling
something on a sheet of paper. He looked well, Gareth
thought idly. His father always looked well. It would have
been easier had he turned into a ruddy caricature of a
man, but no, Lord St. Clair was fit and strong and gave
the appearance of a man two decades younger than his
fifty-odd years.

He looked like the sort of man a boy like Gareth ought
to respect.

And it made the pain of rejection all the more cruel.

Gareth waited patiently for his father to look up. When
he didn’t, he cleared his throat.

No response.

Gareth coughed.

Nothing.

Gareth felt his teeth grinding. This was his father’s
routine—ignoring him for just long enough to act as a re-
minder that he found him beneath notice.

Gareth considered saying, “Sir.” He considered saying,
“My lord.” He even considered uttering the word, ‘“Fa-
ther,” but in the end he just slouched against the doorjamb
and started to whistle.
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His father looked up immediately. “Cease,” he snapped.

Gareth quirked a brow and silenced himself.

“And stand up straight. Good God,” the baron said
testily, “how many times have I told you that whistling is
ill-bred?”

Gareth waited a second, then asked, “Am I meant to
answer that, or was it a rhetorical question?”

His father’s skin reddened.

Gareth swallowed. He shouldn’t have said that. He’d
known that his deliberately jocular tone would infuriate
the baron, but sometimes it was so damned hard to keep
his mouth shut. He’d spent years trying to win his father’s
favor, and he’d finally given in and given up.

And if he took some satisfaction in making the old
man as miserable as the old man made him, well, so be it.
One had to take one’s pleasures where one could.

“I am surprised you’re here,” his father said.

Gareth blinked in confusion. “You asked me to come,”
he said. And the miserable truth was—he’d never defied
his father. Not really. He poked, he prodded, he added a
touch of insolence to his every statement and action, but
he had never behaved with out-and-out defiance.

Miserable coward that he was.

In his dreams, he fought back. In his dreams, he told
his father exactly what he thought of him, but in reality,
his defiance was limited to whistles and sullen looks.

“So I did,” his father said, leaning back slightly in
his chair. “Nonetheless, I never issue an order with the
expectation that you will follow it correctly. You so
rarely do.”

Gareth said nothing.

His father stood and walked to a nearby table, where
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he kept a decanter of brandy. “I imagine you’re wonder-
ing what this is all about,” he said.

Gareth nodded, but his father didn’t bother to look at
him, so he added, “Yes, sir.”

The baron took an appreciative sip of his brandy, leav-
ing Gareth waiting while he visibly savored the amber
liquid. Finally, he turned, and with a coolly assessing
stare said, “I have finally discovered a way for you to be
useful to the St. Clair family.”

Gareth’s head jerked in surprise. “You have? Sir?”

His father took another drink, then set his glass down.
“Indeed.” He turned to his son and looked at him directly
for the first time during the interview. “You will be getting
married.”

“Sir?” Gareth said, nearly gagging on the word.

“This summer,” Lord St. Clair confirmed.

Gareth grabbed the back of a chair to keep from swerv-
ing. He was eighteen, for God’s sake. Far too young to
marry. And what about Cambridge? Could he even attend
as a married man? And where would he put his wife?

And, good God above, whom was he supposed to marry?

“It’s an excellent match,” the baron continued. “The
dowry will restore our finances.”

“Our finances, sir?” Gareth whispered.

Lord St. Clair’s eyes clamped down on his son’s.
“We’re mortgaged to the hilt,” he said sharply. “Another
year, and we will lose everything that isn’t entailed.”

“But . .. how?”

“Eton doesn’t come cheap,” the baron snapped.

No, but surely it wasn’t enough to beggar the family,
Gareth thought desperately. This couldn’t be al/ his fault.

“Disappointment you may be,” his father said, “but I
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have not shirked my responsibilities to you. You have
been educated as a gentleman. You have been given a
horse, clothing, and a roof over your head. Now it is time
you behaved like a man.”

“Who?” Gareth whispered.

“Eh?”

“Who,” he said a little louder. Whom was he meant to
marry?

“Mary Winthrop,” his father said in a matter-of-fact
voice.

Gareth felt the blood leave his body. “Mary . . .”

“Wrotham’s daughter,” his father added.

As if Gareth didn’t know that. “But Mary . . .”

“Will be an excellent wife,” the baron continued. “Bid-
dable, and you can dump her in the country should you
wish to gad about town with your foolish friends.”

“But Father, Mary—"

“I accepted on your behalf,” his father stated. “It’s
done. The agreements have been signed.”

Gareth fought for air. This couldn’t be happening.
Surely a man could not be forced into marriage. Not in
this day and age.

“Wrotham would like to see it done in July,” his father
added. “I told him we have no objections.”

“But...Mary...” Gareth gasped. “I can’t marry
Mary!”

One of his father’s bushy brows inched toward his hair-
line. “You can, and you will.”

“But Father, she’s . . .she’s...”

“Simple?” the baron finished for him. He chuckled.
“Won’t make a difference when she’s under you in bed.
And you don’t have to have anything to do with her other-
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wise.” He walked toward his son until they were uncom-
fortably close. “All you need to do is show up at the church.
Do you understand?”’

Gareth said nothing. He didn’t do much of anything,
either. It was all he could manage just to breathe.

He’d known Mary Winthrop his entire life. She was a
year his elder, and their families’ estates had bordered on
one another’s for over a century. They’d been playmates
as young children, but it soon became apparent that Mary
wasn’t quite right in the head. Gareth had remained her
champion whenever he was in the district; he’d bloodied
more than one bully who had thought to call her names or
take advantage of her sweet and unassuming nature.

But he couldn’t marry her. She was like a child. It had
to be a sin. And even if it wasn’t, he could never stomach
it. How could she possibly understand what was meant to
transpire between them as man and wife?

He could never bed her. Never.

Gareth just stared at his father, words failing him. For
the first time in his life, he had no easy reply, no flip retort.

There were no words. Simply no words for such a
moment.

“I see we understand each other,” the baron said, smil-
ing at his son’s silence.

“No!” Gareth burst out, the single syllable ripping it-
self from his throat. “No! I can’t!”

His father’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll be there if I have to
tie you up.”

“No!” He felt like he was choking, but somehow he got
the words out. “Father, Mary is ... Well, she’s a child.
She’ll never be more than a child. You know that. I can’t
marry her. It would be a sin.”
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The baron chuckled, breaking the tension as he turned
swiftly away. “Are you trying to convince me that you, of
all people, have suddenly found religion?”

“No, but—"

“There is nothing to discuss,” his father cut in.
“Wrotham has been extremely generous with the dowry.
God knows he has to be, trying to unload an idiot.”

“Don’t speak of her that way,” Gareth whispered. He
might not want to marry Mary Winthrop, but he’d known
her all his life, and she did not deserve such talk.

“It is the best you will ever do,” Lord St. Clair said.
“The best you will ever have. Wrotham’s settlement is ex-
traordinarily generous, and I will arrange for an al-
lowance that will keep you comfortable for life.”

“An allowance,” Gareth echoed dully.

His father let out one short chuckle. “Don’t think I
would trust you with a lump sum,” he said. “You?”

Gareth swallowed uncomfortably. “What about
school?”” he whispered.

“You can still attend,” his father said. “In fact, you have
your new bride to thank for that. Wouldn’t have had the
blunt to send you without the marriage settlement.”

Gareth stood there, trying to force his breathing into
something that felt remotely even and normal. His father
knew how much it meant to him to attend Cambridge. It
was the one thing upon which the two of them agreed: A
gentleman needed a gentleman’s education. It didn’t mat-
ter that Gareth craved the entire experience, both social
and academic, whereas Lord St. Clair saw it merely as
something a man had to do to keep up appearances. It had
been decided upon for years—Gareth would attend and
receive his degree.
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But now it seemed that Lord St. Clair had known that he
could not pay for his younger son’s education. When had
he planned to tell him? As Gareth was packing his bags?

“It’s done, Gareth,” his father said sharply. “And it has
to be you. George is the heir, and I can’t have him sully-
ing the bloodlines. Besides,” he added with pursed lips, “I
wouldn’t subject him to this, anyway.”

“But you would me?” Gareth whispered. Was this how
much his father hated him? How little he thought of him?
He looked up at his father, at the face that had brought
him so much unhappiness. There had never been a smile,
never an encouraging word. Never a—

“Why?” Gareth heard himself saying, the word sound-
ing like a wounded animal, pathetic and plaintive.
“Why?” he said again.

His father said nothing, just stood there, gripping the
edge of his desk until his knuckles grew white. And
Gareth could do nothing but stare, somehow transfixed by
the ordinary sight of his father’s hands. “I’m your son,”
he whispered, still unable to move his gaze from his fa-
ther’s hands to his face. ““Your son. How could you do this
to your own son?”

And then his father, who was the master of the cutting
retort, whose anger always came dressed in ice rather
than fire, exploded. His hands flew from the table, and his
voice roared through the room like a demon.

“By God, how could you not have figured it out by
now? You are not my son! You have never been my son!
You are nothing but a by-blow, some mangy whelp your
mother got off another man while I was away.”

Rage poured forth like some hot, desperate thing, too
long held captive and repressed. It hit Gareth like a
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wave, swirling around him, squeezing and choking until
he could barely breathe. “No,” he said, desperately shak-
ing his head. It was nothing he hadn’t considered, noth-
ing he hadn’t even hoped for, but it couldn’t be true. He
looked like his father. They had the same nose, didn’t
they? And—

“I have fed you,” the baron said, his voice low and
hard. “I have clothed you and presented you to the world
as my son. I have supported you when another man
would have tossed you into the street, and it is well past
time that you returned the favor.”

“No,” Gareth said again. “It can’t be. I look like you.
>

For a moment Lord St. Clair remained silent. Then he
said, bitterly, “An unhappy coincidence, I assure you.”

“But—"

“I could have turned you out at your birth,” Lord St.
Clair cut in, “sent your mother packing, tossed you both
into the street. But I did not.” He closed the distance be-
tween them and put his face very close to Gareth’s. “You
have been acknowledged, and you are legitimate.” And
then, in a voice furious and low: “You owe me.”

“No,” Gareth said, his voice finally finding the convic-
tion he was going to need to last him through the rest of
his days. “No. I won’t do it.”

“I will cut you off,” the baron warned. “You won’t see
another penny from me. You can forget your dreams of
Cambridge, your—"

“No,” Gareth said again, and he sounded different. He
felt changed. This was the end, he realized. The end of
his childhood, the end of his innocence, and the begin-
ning of—



12 Julia Quinn

God only knew what it was the beginning of.

“I am through with you,” his father—no, not his
father—hissed. “Through.”

“So be it,” Gareth said.

And he walked away.
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Ten years bave passed, and we meet our beroine,
who, it must be said, bas never been known as a shy
and retiring flower. The scene is the annual Smythe-
Smith musicale, about ten minutes before Mr.
Mozart begins to rotate in his grave.

M7/ “Why do we do this to ourselves?” Hyacinth
Brldgerton wondered aloud.

“Because we are good, kind people,” her sister-in-law
replied, sitting in—God help them—a front-row seat.

“One would think,” Hyacinth persisted, regarding the
empty chair next to Penelope with the same excitement she
might show a sea urchin, “that we would have learned our
lesson last year. Or perhaps the year before that. Or maybe
even—"

“Hyacinth?” Penelope said.

Hyacinth swung her gaze to Penelope, lifting one brow
in question.

“Sit.”

Hyacinth sighed. But she sat.

The Smythe-Smith musicale. Thankfully, it came
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around just once per year, because Hyacinth was quite
certain it would take a full twelve months for her ears to
recover.

Hyacinth let out another sigh, this one louder than the
last. “I'm not entirely certain that I'm either good or
kind.”

“I’m not certain, either,” Penelope said, “but I have de-
cided to have faith in you nevertheless.”

“Rather sporting of you,” Hyacinth said.

“I thought so.”

Hyacinth glanced at her sideways. “Of course you did
not have any choice in the matter.”

Penelope turned in her seat, her eyes narrowing.
“Meaning?”

“Colin refused to accompany you, didn’t he?” Hy-
acinth said with a sly look. Colin was Hyacinth’s brother,
and he’d married Penelope a year earlier.

Penelope clamped her mouth into a firm line.

“I do love it when I am right,” Hyacinth said tri-
umphantly. “Which is fortunate, since I so often am.”

Penelope just looked at her. “You do know that you are
insufferable.”

“Of course.” Hyacinth leaned toward Penelope with a
devilish smile. “But you love me, anyway, admit it.”

“I admit nothing until the end of the evening.”

“After we have both gone deaf?”

“After we see if you behave yourself.”

Hyacinth laughed. “You married into the family. You
have to love me. It’s a contractual obligation.”

“Funny how I don’t recall that in the wedding vows.”

“Funny,” Hyacinth returned, “I remember it perfectly.”

Penelope looked at her and laughed. “I don’t know
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how you do it, Hyacinth,” she said, “but exasperating as
you are, you somehow always manage to be charming.”

“It’s my greatest gift,” Hyacinth said demurely.

“Well, you do receive extra points for coming with me
tonight,” Penelope said, patting her on the hand.

“Of course,” Hyacinth replied. “For all my insufferable
ways, I am in truth the soul of kindness and amiability.”
And she’d have to be, she thought, as she watched the
scene unfolding on the small, makeshift stage. Another
year, another Smythe-Smith musicale. Another opportu-
nity to learn just how many ways one could ruin a per-
fectly good piece of music. Every year Hyacinth swore
she wouldn’t attend, then every year she somehow found
herself at the event, smiling encouragingly at the four
girls on the stage.

“At least last year I got to sit in the back,” Hyacinth
said.

“Yes, you did,” Penelope replied, turning on her with
suspicious eyes. “How did you manage that? Felicity,
Eloise, and I were all up front.”

Hyacinth shrugged. “A well-timed visit to the ladies’
retiring room. In fact—"

“Don’t you dare try that tonight,” Penelope warned. “If
you leave me up here by myself .. .”

“Don’t worry,” Hyacinth said with a sigh. “I am here
for the duration. But,” she added, pointing her finger in
what her mother would surely have termed a most unlady-
like manner, “I want my devotion to you to be duly noted.”

“Why is it,” Penelope asked, “that I am left with the
feeling that you are keeping score of something, and when
I'least expect it, you will jump out in front of me, demand-
ing a favor?”
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Hyacinth looked at her and blinked. “Why would I
need to jump?”’

“Ah, look,” Penelope said, after staring at her sister-in-
law as if she were a lunatic, “here comes Lady Danbury.”

“Mrs. Bridgerton,” Lady Danbury said, or rather
barked. “Miss Bridgerton.”

“Good evening, Lady Danbury,” Penelope said to the
elderly countess. “We saved you a seat right in front.”

Lady D narrowed her eyes and poked Penelope lightly
in the ankle with her cane. “Always thinking of others,
aren’t you?”

“Of course,” Penelope demurred. “I wouldn’t dream
of —”

“Ha,” Lady Danbury said.

It was, Hyacinth reflected, the countess’s favorite syl-
lable. That and hmmmph.

“Move over, Hyacinth,” Lady D ordered. “I'll sit be-
tween you.”

Hyacinth obediently moved one chair to the left. “We
were just pondering our reasons for attending,” she said
as Lady Danbury settled into her seat. “I for one have
come up blank.”

“I can’t speak for you,” Lady D said to Hyacinth, “but
she”—at this she jerked her head toward Penelope—*is
here for the same reason I am.”

“For the music?” Hyacinth queried, perhaps a little too
politely.

Lady Danbury turned back to Hyacinth, her face creas-
ing into what might have been a smile. “I've always liked
you, Hyacinth Bridgerton.”

“I’ve always liked you, too,” Hyacinth replied.
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“I expect it is because you come and read to me from
time to time,” Lady Danbury said.

“Every week,” Hyacinth reminded her.

“Time to time, every week . .. pfft.”” Lady Danbury’s
hand cut a dismissive wave through the air. “It’s all the
same if you’re not making it a daily endeavor.”

Hyacinth judged it best not to speak. Lady D would
surely find some way to twist her words into a promise to
visit every afternoon.

“And I might add,” Lady D said with a sniff, “that you
were most unkind last week, leaving off with poor
Priscilla hanging from a cliff.”

“What are you reading?” Penelope asked.

“Miss Butterworth and the Mad Baron,” Hyacinth
replied. “And she wasn’t hanging. Yet.”

“Did you read ahead?” Lady D demanded.

“No,” Hyacinth said with a roll of her eyes. “But it’s
not difficult to forecast. Miss Butterworth has already
hung from a building and a tree.”

“And she’s still living?”” Penelope asked.

“I said hung, not hanged,” Hyacinth muttered. “More’s
the pity.”

“Regardless,” Lady Danbury cut in, “it was most un-
kind of you to leave me hanging.”

“It’s where the author ended the chapter,” Hyacinth
said unrepentantly, “and besides, isn’t patience a virtue?”

“Absolutely not,” Lady Danbury said emphatically,
“and if you think so, you’re less of a woman than I
thought.”

No one understood why Hyacinth visited Lady Dan-
bury every Tuesday and read to her, but she enjoyed her



18 Julia Quinn

afternoons with the countess. Lady Danbury was crotch-
ety and honest to a fault, and Hyacinth adored her.

“The two of you together are a menace,” Penelope re-
marked.

“My aim in life,” Lady Danbury announced, “is to be a
menace to as great a number of people as possible, so I
shall take that as the highest of compliments, Mrs.
Bridgerton.”

“Why is it,” Penelope wondered, “that you only call me
Mrs. Bridgerton when you are opining in a grand fashion?”

“Sounds better that way,” Lady D said, punctuating her
remark with a loud thump of her cane.

Hyacinth grinned. When she was old, she wanted to be
exactly like Lady Danbury. Truth be told, she liked the el-
derly countess better than most of the people she knew
her own age. After three seasons on the marriage mart,
Hyacinth was growing just a little bit weary of the same
people day after day. What had once been exhilarating—
the balls, the parties, the suitors—well, it was still
enjoyable—that much she had to concede. Hyacinth cer-
tainly wasn’t one of those girls who complained about all
of the wealth and privilege she was forced to endure.

But it wasn’t the same. She no longer held her breath
each time she entered a ballroom. And a dance was now
simply a dance, no longer the magical swirl of movement
it had been in years gone past.

The excitement, she realized, was gone.

Unfortunately, every time she mentioned this to her
mother, the reply was simply to find herself a husband.
That, Violet Bridgerton took great pains to point out,
would change everything.

Indeed.
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Hyacinth’s mother had long since given up any pre-
tense of subtlety when it came to the unmarried state of
her fourth and final daughter. It had, Hyacinth thought
grimly, turned into a personal crusade.

Forget Joan of Arc. Her mother was Violet of Mayfair,
and neither plague nor pestilence nor perfidious para-
mour would stop her in her quest to see all eight of her
children happily married. There were only two remain-
ing, Gregory and Hyacinth, but Gregory was still just
twenty-four, which was (rather unfairly, in Hyacinth’s
opinion) considered a perfectly acceptable age for a gen-
tleman to remain a bachelor.

But Hyacinth at twenty-two? The only thing staving
off her mother’s complete collapse was the fact that her
elder sister Eloise had waited until the grand old age of
twenty-eight before finally becoming a bride. By compar-
ison, Hyacinth was practically in leading strings.

No one could say that Hyacinth was hopelessly on the
shelf, but even she had to admit that she was edging to-
ward that position. She had received a few proposals
since her debut three years earlier, but not as many as one
would think, given her looks—not the prettiest girl in
town but certainly better than at least half—and her
fortune—again, not the largest dowry on the market, but
certainly enough to make a fortune hunter look twice.

And her connections were, of course, nothing short of
impeccable. Her brother was, as their father had been be-
fore him, the Viscount Bridgerton, and while theirs might
not have been the loftiest title in the land, the family was
immensely popular and influential. And if that weren’t
enough, her sister Daphne was the Duchess of Hastings,
and her sister Francesca was the Countess of Kilmartin.
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If a man wanted to align himself with the most power-
ful families in Britain, he could do a lot worse than Hy-
acinth Bridgerton.

But if one took the time to reflect upon the timing of
the proposals she had received, which Hyacinth didn’t
care to admit that she had, it was starting to look damning
indeed.

Three proposals her first season.

Two her second.

One last year.

And none thus far this time around.

It could only be argued that she was growing less popu-
lar. Unless, of course, someone was foolish enough actu-
ally to make the argument, in which case Hyacinth would
have to take the other side, facts and logic notwithstanding.

And she’d probably win the point, too. It was a rare
man—or woman—who could outwit, outspeak, or outde-
bate Hyacinth Bridgerton.

This might, she’d thought in a rare moment of self-
reflection, have something to do with why her rate of pro-
posals was declining at such an alarming pace.

No matter, she thought, watching the Smythe-Smith
girls mill about on the small dais that had been erected at
the front of the room. It wasn’t as if she should have ac-
cepted any of her six proposals. Three had been fortune
hunters, two had been fools, and one had been quite ter-
minally boring.

Better to remain unmarried than shackle herself to
someone who’d bore her to tears. Even her mother, invet-
erate matchmaker that she was, couldn’t argue that point.

And as for her current proposal-free season—well, if
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the gentlemen of Britain couldn’t appreciate the inherent
value of an intelligent female who knew her own mind,
that was their problem, not hers.

Lady Danbury thumped her cane against the floor, nar-
rowly missing Hyacinth’s right foot. “I say,” she said,
“have either of you caught sight of my grandson?”

“Which grandson?” Hyacinth asked.

“Which grandson,” Lady D echoed impatiently.
“Which grandson? The only one I like, that’s which.”

Hyacinth didn’t even bother to hide her shock. “Mr. St.
Clair is coming tonight?”

“I know, I know,” Lady D cackled. “I can hardly be-
lieve it myself. I keep waiting for a shaft of heavenly light
to burst through the ceiling.”

Penelope’s nose crinkled. “I think that might be blas-
phemous, but I’m not sure.”

“It’s not,” Hyacinth said, without even looking at her.
“And why is he coming?”

Lady Danbury smiled slowly. Like a snake. “Why are
you so interested?”

“I’'m always interested in gossip,” Hyacinth said quite
candidly. “About anyone. You should know that already.”

“Very well,” Lady D said, somewhat grumpily after
having been thwarted. “He’s coming because I black-
mailed him.”

Hyacinth and Penelope regarded her with identically
arched brows.

“Very well,” Lady Danbury conceded, “if not black-
mail, then a heavy dose of guilt.”

“Of course,” Penelope murmured, at the exact time
Hyacinth said, “That makes much more sense.”
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Lady D sighed. “I might have told him I wasn’t feeling
well.”

Hyacinth was dubious. “Might have?”

“Did,” Lady D admitted.

“You must have done a very good job of it to get him to
come tonight,” Hyacinth said admiringly. One had to ap-
preciate Lady Danbury’s sense of the dramatic, espe-
cially when it resulted in such impressive manipulation
of the people around her. It was a talent Hyacinth culti-
vated as well.

“I don’t think I have ever seen him at a musicale be-
fore,” Penelope remarked.

“Hmmmph,” Lady D grunted. “Not enough loose
women for him, I’m sure.”

From anyone else, it would have been a shocking state-
ment. But this was Lady Danbury, and Hyacinth (and the
rest of the fon for that matter) had long since grown used
to her rather startling turns of phrase.

And besides, one did have to consider the man in
question.

Lady Danbury’s grandson was none other than the no-
torious Gareth St. Clair. Although it probably wasn’t en-
tirely his fault that he had gained such a wicked
reputation, Hyacinth reflected. There were plenty of other
men who behaved with equal lack of propriety, and more
than a few who were as handsome as sin, but Gareth St.
Clair was the only one who managed to combine the two
to such success.

But his reputation was abominable.

He was certainly of marriageable age, but he’d never,
not even once, called upon a proper young lady at her
home. Hyacinth was quite sure of that; if he’d ever even
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hinted at courting someone, the rumor mills would have
run rampant. And furthermore, Hyacinth would have
heard it from Lady Danbury, who loved gossip even more
than she did.

And then, of course, there was the matter of his father,
Lord St. Clair. They were rather famously estranged, al-
though no one knew why. Hyacinth personally thought it
spoke well of Gareth that he did not air his familial tra-
vails in public—especially since she’d met his father and
thought him a boor, which led her to believe that what-
ever the matter was, the younger St. Clair was not at
fault.

But the entire affair lent an air of mystery to the al-
ready charismatic man, and in Hyacinth’s opinion made
him a bit of a challenge to the ladies of the fon. No one
seemed quite certain how to view him. On the one hand,
the matrons steered their daughters away; surely a con-
nection with Gareth St. Clair could not enhance a girl’s
reputation. On the other hand, his brother had died tragi-
cally young, almost a year earlier, and now he was the
heir to the barony. Which had only served to make him a
more romantic—and eligible—figure. Last month Hy-
acinth had seen a girl swoon—or at least pretend to—
when he had deigned to attend the Bevelstoke Ball.

It had been appalling.

Hyacinth had tried to tell the foolish chit that he was
only there because his grandmother had forced him into
it, and of course because his father was out of town. After
all, everyone knew that he only consorted with opera
singers and actresses, and certainly not any of the ladies
he might meet at the Bevelstoke Ball. But the girl would
not be swayed from her overemotional state, and eventu-
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ally she had collapsed onto a nearby settee in a suspi-
ciously graceful heap.

Hyacinth had been the first to locate a vinaigrette and
shove it under her nose. Really, some behavior just
couldn’t be tolerated.

But as she stood there, reviving the foolish chit with
the noxious fumes, she had caught sight of him staring at
her in that vaguely mocking way of his, and she couldn’t
shake the feeling that he found her amusing.

Much in the same way she found small children and
large dogs amusing.

Needless to say, she hadn’t felt particularly compli-
mented by his attention, fleeting though it was.

“Hmmph.”

Hyacinth turned to face Lady Danbury, who was still
searching the room for her grandson. “I don’t think he’s
here yet,” Hyacinth said, then added under her breath,
“No one’s fainted.”

“Enh? What was that?”

“I said I don’t think he’s here yet.”

Lady D narrowed her eyes. “I heard that part.”

“It’s all I said,” Hyacinth fibbed.

“Liar.”

Hyacinth looked past her to Penelope. “She treats me
quite abominably, did you know that?”

Penelope shrugged. “Someone has to.”

Lady Danbury’s face broke out into a wide grin, and
she turned to Penelope, and said, “Now then, I must
ask—" She looked over at the stage, craning her neck as
she squinted at the quartet. “Is it the same girl on cello
this year?”

Penelope nodded sadly.
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Hyacinth looked at them. “What are you talking
about?”

“If you don’t know,” Lady Danbury said loftily, “then
you haven’t been paying attention, and shame on you for
that.”

Hyacinth’s mouth fell open. “Well,” she said, since the
alternative was to say nothing, and she never liked to do
that. There was nothing more irritating than being left out
of a joke. Except, perhaps, being scolded for something
one didn’t even understand. She turned back to the stage,
watching the cellist more closely. Seeing nothing out of
the ordinary, she twisted again to face her companions
and opened her mouth to speak, but they were already
deep in a conversation that did not include her.

She hated when that happened.

“Hmmmph.” Hyacinth sat back in her chair and did it
again. “Hmmmph.”

“You sound,” came an amused voice from over her
shoulder, “exactly like my grandmother.”

Hyacinth looked up. There he was, Gareth St. Clair, in-
evitably at the moment of her greatest discomfiture. And,
of course, the only empty seat was next to her.

“Doesn’t she, though?” Lady Danbury asked, looking
up at her grandson as she thumped her cane against the
floor. “She’s quickly replacing you as my pride and joy.”

“Tell me, Miss Bridgerton,” Mr. St. Clair asked, one
corner of his lips curving into a mocking half smile, “is
my grandmother remaking you in her image?”’

Hyacinth had no ready retort, which she found pro-
foundly irritating.

“Move over again, Hyacinth,” Lady D barked. “I need
to sit next to Gareth.”
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Hyacinth turned to say something, but Lady Danbury
cut in with, “Someone needs to make sure he behaves.”

Hyacinth let out a noisy exhale and moved over an-
other seat.

“There you go, my boy,” Lady D said, patting the
empty chair with obvious glee. “Sit and enjoy.”

He looked at her for a long moment before finally say-
ing, “You owe me for this, Grandmother.”

“Ha!” was her response. “Without me, you wouldn’t
exist.”

“A difficult point to refute,” Hyacinth murmured.

Mr. St. Clair turned to look at her, probably only be-
cause it enabled him to turn away from his grandmother.
Hyacinth smiled at him blandly, pleased with herself for
showing no reaction.

He’d always reminded her of a lion, fierce and preda-
tory, filled with restless energy. His hair, too, was tawny,
hovering in that curious state between light brown and
dark blond, and he wore it rakishly, defying convention
by keeping it just long enough to tie in a short queue at
the back of his neck. He was tall, although not overly so,
with an athlete’s grace and strength and a face that was
just imperfect enough to be handsome, rather than pretty.

And his eyes were blue. Really blue. Uncomfortably
blue.

Uncomfortably blue? She gave her head a little shake.
That had to be quite the most asinine thought that had
ever entered her head. Her own eyes were blue, and there
was certainly nothing uncomfortable about that.

“And what brings you here, Miss Bridgerton?” he
asked. “I hadn’t realized you were such a lover of music.”
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“If she loved music,” Lady D said from behind him,
“she’d have already fled to France.”

“She does hate to be left out of a conversation, doesn’t
she?” he murmured, without turning around. “Ow!”

“Cane?” Hyacinth asked sweetly.

“She’s a threat to society,” he muttered.

Hyacinth watched with interest as he reached behind
him, and without even turning his head, wrapped his hand
around the cane and wrenched it from his grandmother’s
grasp. “Here,” he said, handing it to her, “you will look
after this, won’t you? She won’t need it while she’s sit-
ting down.”

Hyacinth’s mouth fell open. Even she had never dared
to interfere with Lady Danbury’s cane.

“I see that I have finally impressed you,” he said, sit-
ting back in his chair with the expression of one who is
quite pleased with himself.

“Yes,” Hyacinth said before she could stop herself. “I
mean, no. [ mean, don’t be silly. I certainly haven’t been
not impressed by you.”

“How gratifying,” he murmured.

“What I meant,” she said, grinding her teeth together,
“was that I haven’t really thought about it one way or the
other.”

He tapped his heart with his hand. “Wounded,” he said
flippantly. “And right through the heart.”

Hyacinth gritted her teeth. The only thing worse than
being made fun of was not being sure if one was being
made fun of. Everyone else in London she could read like
a book. But with Gareth St. Clair, she simply never knew.
She glanced past him to see if Penelope was listening—
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not that she was sure why that mattered one way or
another—but Pen was busy placating Lady Danbury, who
was still smarting over the loss of her cane.

Hyacinth fidgeted in her seat, feeling uncommonly
closed-in. Lord Somershall—never the slenderest man in
the room—was on her left, spilling onto her chair. Which
only forced her to scoot a little to the right, which of
course put her in even closer proximity to Gareth St.
Clair, who was positively radiating heat.

Good God, had the man smothered himself in hot-
water bottles before setting out for the evening?

Hyacinth picked up her program as discreetly as she
was able and used it to fan herself.

“Is something amiss, Miss Bridgerton?” he inquired,
tilting his head as he regarded her with curious amusement.

“Of course not,” she answered. “It’s merely a touch
warm in here, don’t you think?”

He eyed her for one second longer than she would have
liked, then turned to Lady Danbury. “Are you overheated,
Grandmother?” he asked solicitously.

“Not at all,” came the brisk reply.

He turned back to Hyacinth with a tiny shrug. “It must
be you,” he murmured.

“It must,” she ground out, facing determinedly forward.
Maybe there still was time to escape to the ladies’ retiring
room. Penelope would want to have her drawn and quar-
tered, but did it really count as abandonment when there
were two people seated between them? Besides, she could
surely use Lord Somershall as an excuse. Even now he
was shifting in his seat, bumping up against her in a way
that Hyacinth wasn’t entirely certain was accidental.

Hyacinth shifted slightly to the right. Just an inch—not
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even. The last thing she wanted was to be pressed up
against Gareth St. Clair. Well, the second-to-last, anyway.
Lord Somershall’s portly frame was decidedly worse.

“Is something amiss, Miss Bridgerton?” Mr. St. Clair
inquired.

She shook her head, getting ready to push herself up
by planting the heels of her hands on the chair on either
side of her lap. She couldn’t—

Clap.

Clap clap clap.

Hyacinth nearly groaned. It was one of the Ladies
Smythe-Smith, signaling that the concert was about to
begin. She’d lost her moment of opportunity. There was
no way she could depart politely now.

But at least she could take some solace in the fact that
she wasn’t the only miserable soul. Just as the Misses
Smythe-Smith lifted their bows to strike their instru-
ments, she heard Mr. St. Clair let out a very quiet groan,
followed by a heartfelt, “God help us all.”
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Tbirty minutes later, and somewhere not too far
away, a small dog is bowling in agony. Unfortu-
nately, no one can bear him over the din . . .

whom Gareth would sit politely and listen to really bad
music, and Grandmother Danbury happened to be it.

“Never again,” he whispered in her ear, as something
that might have been Mozart assaulted his ears. This, af-
ter something that might have been Haydn, which had
followed something that might have been Handel.

“You’re not sitting politely,” she whispered back.

“We could have sat in the back,” he grumbled.

“And missed all the fun?”

How anyone could term a Smythe-Smith musicale fun
was beyond him, but his grandmother had what could
only be termed a morbid love for the annual affair.

As usual, four Smythe-Smith girls were seated on a
small dais, two with violins, one with a cello, and one at a
pianoforte, and the noise they were making was so dis-
cordant as to be almost impressive.
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Almost.

“It’s a good thing I love you,” he said over his shoulder.

“Ha,” came her reply, no less truculent for its whis-
pered tone. “It’s a good thing I love you.”

And then—thank God—it was over, and the girls were
nodding and making their curtsies, three of them looking
quite pleased with themselves, and one—the one on the
cello—looking as if she might like to hurl herself through
a window.

Gareth turned when he heard his grandmother sigh.
She was shaking her head and looking uncharacteristi-
cally sympathetic.

The Smythe-Smith girls were notorious in London,
and each performance was somehow, inexplicably, worse
than the last. Just when one thought there was no possible
way to make a deeper mockery of Mozart, a new set of
Smythe-Smith cousins appeared on the scene, and proved
that yes, it could be done.

But they were nice girls, or so he’d been told, and his
grandmother, in one of her rare fits of unabashed kindness,
insisted that someone had to sit in the front row and clap,
because, as she put it, “Three of them couldn’t tell an ele-
phant from a flute, but there’s always one who is ready to
melt in misery.”

And apparently Grandmother Danbury, who thought
nothing of telling a duke that he hadn’t the sense of a gnat,
found it vitally important to clap for the one Smythe-Smith
girl in each generation whose ear wasn’t made of tin.

They all stood to applaud, although he suspected his
grandmother did so only to have an excuse to retrieve her
cane, which Hyacinth Bridgerton had handed over with
no protest whatsoever.
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“Traitor,” he’d murmured over his shoulder.

“They’re your toes,” she’d replied.

He cracked a smile, despite himself. He had never met
anyone quite like Hyacinth Bridgerton. She was vaguely
amusing, vaguely annoying, but one couldn’t quite help
but admire her wit.

Hyacinth Bridgerton, he reflected, had an interesting
and unique reputation among London socialites. She was
the youngest of the Bridgerton siblings, famously named
in alphabetical order, A-H. And she was, in theory at least
and for those who cared about such things, considered a
rather good catch for matrimony. She had never been in-
volved, even tangentially, in a scandal, and her family
and connections were beyond compare. She was quite
pretty, in wholesome, unexotic way, with thick, chestnut
hair and blue eyes that did little to hide her shrewdness.
And perhaps most importantly, Gareth thought with a
touch of the cynic, it was whispered that her eldest
brother, Lord Bridgerton, had increased her dowry last
year, after Hyacinth had completed her third London sea-
son without an acceptable proposal of marriage.

But when he had inquired about her—not, of course
because he was interested; rather he had wanted to learn
more about this young lady who seemed to enjoy spend-
ing a great deal of time with his grandmother—his
friends had all shuddered.

“Hyacinth Bridgerton?”” one had echoed. “Surely not
to marry? You must be mad.”

Another had called her terrifying.

No one actually seemed to dislike her—there was a
certain charm to her that kept her in everyone’s good
graces—but the consensus was that she was best in small
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doses. “Men don’t like women who are more intelligent
than they are,” one of his shrewder friends had com-
mented, “and Hyacinth Bridgerton isn’t the sort to feign
stupidity.”

She was, Gareth had thought on more than one occa-
sion, a younger version of his grandmother. And while
there was no one in the world he adored more than
Grandmother Danbury, as far as he was concerned, the
world needed only one of her.

“Aren’t you glad you came?” the elderly lady in ques-
tion asked, her voice carrying quite well over the applause.

No one ever clapped as loudly as the Smythe-Smith
audience. They were always so glad that it was over.

“Never again,” Gareth said firmly.

“Of course not,” his grandmother said, with just the
right touch of condescension to show that she was lying
through her teeth.

He turned and looked her squarely in the eye. “You will
have to find someone else to accompany you next year.”

“I wouldn’t dream of asking you again,” Grandmother
Danbury said.

“You’re lying.”

“What a terrible thing to say to your beloved grand-
mother.” She leaned slightly forward. “How did you
know?”

He glanced at the cane, dormant in her hand. “You
haven’t waved that thing through the air once since you
tricked Miss Bridgerton into returning it,” he said.

“Nonsense,” she said. “Miss Bridgerton is too sharp to
be tricked, aren’t you, Hyacinth?”

Hyacinth shifted forward so that she could see past him
to the countess. “I beg your pardon?”
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“Just say yes,” Grandmother Danbury said. “It will vex
him.”

“Yes, of course, then,” she said, smiling.

“And,” his grandmother continued, as if that entire
ridiculous exchange had not taken place, “T’ll have you
know that I am the soul of discretion when it comes to my
cane.”

Gareth gave her a look. “It’s a wonder I still have my
feet.”

“It’s a wonder you still have your ears, my dear boy,”
she said with lofty disdain.

“I will take that away again,” he warned.

“No you won’t,” she replied with a cackle. “I'm leav-
ing with Penelope to find a glass of lemonade. You keep
Hyacinth company.”

He watched her go, then turned back to Hyacinth, who
was glancing about the room with slightly narrowed eyes.

“Who are you looking for?” he asked.

“No one in particular. Just examining the scene.”

He looked at her curiously. “Do you always sound like
a detective?”

“Only when it suits me,” she said with a shrug. “I like
to know what is going on.”

“And is anything ‘going on’?” he queried.

“No.” Her eyes narrowed again as she watched two
people in a heated discussion in the far corner. “But you
never know.”

He fought the urge to shake his head. She was the
strangest woman. He glanced at the stage. “Are we safe?”

She finally turned back, her blue eyes meeting his with
uncommon directness. “Do you mean is it over?”

“Yes.”
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Her brow furrowed, and in that moment Gareth real-
ized that she had the lightest smattering of freckles on her
nose. “I think so,” she said. “I’ve never known them to
hold an intermission before.”

“Thank God,” he said, with great feeling. “Why do
they do it?”

“The Smythe-Smiths, you mean?”

“Yes.”

For a moment she remained silent, then she just shook
her head, and said, “I don’t know. One would think . . .”

Whatever she’d been about to say, she thought the bet-
ter of it. “Never mind,” she said.

“Tell me,” he urged, rather surprised by how curious
he was.

“It was nothing,” she said. “Just that one would think that
someone would have told them by now. But actually .. .”
She glanced around the room. “The audience has grown
smaller in recent years. Only the kindhearted remain.”

“And do you include yourself among those ranks, Miss
Bridgerton?”

She looked up at him with those intensely blue eyes. “I
wouldn’t have thought to describe myself as such, but
yes, I suppose I am. Your grandmother, too, although she
would deny it to her dying breath.”

Gareth felt himself laugh as he watched his grand-
mother poke the Duke of Ashbourne in the leg with her
cane. “Yes, she would, wouldn’t she?”

His maternal grandmother was, since the death of his
brother George, the only person left in the world he truly
loved. After his father had booted him out, he’d made his
way to Danbury House in Surrey and told her what had
transpired. Minus the bit about his bastardy, of course.
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Gareth had always suspected that Lady Danbury would
have stood up and cheered if she knew he wasn’t really a
St. Clair. She’d never liked her son-in-law, and in fact rou-
tinely referred to him as “that pompous idiot.” But the truth
would reveal his mother—Lady Danbury’s youngest
daughter—as an adulteress, and he hadn’t wanted to dis-
honor her in that way.

And strangely enough, his father—funny how he still
called him that, even after all these years—had never
publicly denounced him. This had not surprised Gareth at
first. Lord St. Clair was a proud man, and he certainly
would not relish revealing himself as a cuckold. Plus, he
probably still hoped that he might eventually rein Gareth
in and bend him to his will. Maybe even get him to marry
Mary Winthrop and restore the St. Clair family coffers.

But George had contracted some sort of wasting dis-
ease at the age of twenty-seven, and by thirty he was
dead.

Without a son.

Which had made Gareth the St. Clair heir. And left
him, quite simply, stuck. For the past eleven months, it
seemed he had done nothing but wait. Sooner or later, his
father was going to announce to all who would listen that
Gareth wasn’t really his son. Surely the baron, whose
third-favorite pastime (after hunting and raising hounds)
was tracing the St. Clair family tree back to the Planta-
genets, would not countenance his title going to a bastard
of uncertain blood.

Gareth was fairly certain that the only way the baron
could remove him as his heir would be to haul him, and a
pack of witnesses as well, before the Committee for Priv-
ileges in the House of Lords. It would be a messy, de-
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testable affair, and it probably wouldn’t work, either. The
baron had been married to Gareth’s mother when she had
given birth, and that rendered Gareth legitimate in the
eyes of the law, regardless of his bloodlines.

But it would cause a huge scandal and quite possibly
ruin Gareth in the eyes of society. There were plenty of
aristocrats running about who got their blood and their
names from two different men, but the ron didn’t like to
talk about it. Not publicly, anyway.

But thus far, his father had said nothing.

Half the time Gareth wondered if the baron kept his si-
lence just to torture him.

Gareth glanced across the room at his grandmother,
who was accepting a glass of lemonade from Penelope
Bridgerton, whom she’d somehow coerced into waiting
on her hand and foot. Agatha, Lady Danbury, was most
usually described as crotchety, and that was by the people
who held her in some affection. She was a lioness among
the fon, fearless in her words and willing to poke fun at
the most august of personages, and even, occasionally,
herself. But for all her acerbic ways, she was famously
loyal to the ones she loved, and Gareth knew he ranked at
the top of that list.

When he’d gone to her and told her that his father had
turned him out, she had been livid, but she had never at-
tempted to use her power as a countess to force Lord St.
Clair to take back his son.

“Ha!” his grandmother had said. “I’d rather keep you
myself.”

And she had. She’d paid Gareth’s expenses at Cam-
bridge, and when he’d graduated (not with a first, but he
had acquitted himself well), she had informed him that
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his mother had left him a small bequest. Gareth hadn’t
been aware that she’d had any money of her own, but
Lady Danbury had just twisted her lips and said, “Do you
really think I’d let that idiot have complete control of her
money? I wrote the marriage settlement, you know.”

Gareth didn’t doubt it for an instant.

His inheritance gave him a small income, which
funded a very small suite of apartments, and Gareth was
able to support himself. Not lavishly, but well enough to
make him feel he wasn’t a complete wastrel, which, he
was surprised to realize, mattered more to him than he
would have thought.

This uncharacteristic sense of responsibility was prob-
ably a good thing, too, since when he did assume the St.
Clair title, he was going to inherit a mountain of debt
along with it. The baron had obviously been lying when
he’d told Gareth that they would lose everything that
wasn’t entailed if he didn’t marry Mary Winthrop, but
still, it was clear that the St. Clair fortune was meager at
best. Furthermore, Lord St. Clair didn’t appear to be
managing the family finances any better than he had
when he’d tried to force Gareth into marriage. If any-
thing, he seemed to be systematically running the estates
into the ground.

It was the one thing that made Gareth wonder if per-
haps the baron didn’t intend to denounce him. Surely the
ultimate revenge would be to leave his false son riddled
with debt.

And Gareth knew—with every fiber of his being he
knew—that the baron wished him no happiness. Gareth
didn’t bother with most fon functions, but London wasn’t
such a large city, socially speaking, and he couldn’t al-
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ways manage to avoid his father completely. And Lord St.
Clair never made any effort to hide his enmity.

As for Gareth—well, he wasn’t much better at keeping
his feelings to himself. He always seemed to slip into his
old ways, doing something deliberately provoking, just to
make the baron angry. The last time they’d found them-
selves in each other’s company, Gareth had laughed too
loudly, then danced far too closely with a notoriously
merry widow.

Lord St. Clair had turned very red in the face, then
hissed something about Gareth being no better than he
should be. Gareth hadn’t been exactly certain to what his
father had been referring, and the baron had been drunk, in
any case. But it had left him with one powerful certainty—

Eventually, the other shoe was going to drop. When
Gareth least expected it, or perhaps, now that he’d grown
so suspicious, precisely when he most suspected it. But as
soon as Gareth attempted to make a change in his life, to
move forward, to move up . . .

That was when the baron would make his move.
Gareth was sure of it.

And his world was going to come crashing down.

“Mr. St. Clair?”

Gareth blinked and turned to Hyacinth Bridgerton,
whom, he realized somewhat sheepishly, he’d been ignor-
ing in favor of his own thoughts. “So sorry,” he mur-
mured, giving her the slow and easy smile that seemed to
work so well when he needed to placate a female. “I was
woolgathering.”

At her dubious expression, he added, “I do think from
time to time.”

She smiled, clearly despite herself, but he counted that as



40 Julia Quinn

a success. The day he couldn’t make a woman smile was
the day he ought to just give up on life and move to the
Outer Hebrides.

“Under normal circumstances,” he said, since the occa-
sion seemed to call for polite conversation, “I would ask
if you enjoyed the musicale, but somehow that seems
cruel.”

She shifted slightly in her seat, which was interesting,
since most young ladies were trained from a very young
age to hold themselves with perfect stillness. Gareth
found himself liking her the better for her restless energy;
he, too, was the sort to find himself drumming his fingers
against a tabletop when he didn’t realize it.

He watched her face, waiting for her to reply, but all
she did was look vaguely uncomfortable. Finally, she
leaned forward and whispered, “Mr. St. Clair?”

He leaned in as well, giving her a conspiratorial quirk
of his brow. “Miss Bridgerton?”

“Would you mind terribly if we took a turn about the
room?”

He waited just long enough to catch her motioning
over her shoulder with the tiniest of nods. Lord Somer-
shall was wiggling slightly in his chair, and his copious
form was edged right up next to Hyacinth.

“Of course,” Gareth said gallantly, rising to his feet
and offering her his arm. “I need to save Lord Somer-
shall, after all,” he said, once they had moved several
paces away.

Her eyes snapped to his face. “I beg your pardon?”

“If T were a betting man,” he said, “I’d lay the odds
four-to-one in your favor.”
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For about half a second she looked confused, and then
her face slid into a satisfied smile. “You mean you’re not
a betting man?” she asked.

He laughed. “I haven’t the blunt to be a betting man,”
he said quite honestly.

“That doesn’t seem to stop most men,” she said pertly.

“Or most women,” he said, with a tilt of his head.

“Touché,” she murmured, glancing about the room.
“We are a gambling people, aren’t we?”

“And what about you, Miss Bridgerton? Do you like to
wager?”

“Of course,” she said, surprising him with her candor.
“But only when I know I will win.”

He chuckled. “Strangely enough,” he said, guiding her
toward the refreshment table, “I believe you.”

“Oh, you should,” she said blithely. “Ask anyone who
knows me.”

“Wounded again,” he said, offering her his most en-
gaging smile. “I thought 7 knew you.”

She opened her mouth, then looked shocked that she
didn’t have a reply. Gareth took pity on her and handed
her a glass of lemonade. “Drink up,” he murmured. “You
look thirsty.”

He chuckled as she glowered at him over the rim of her
glass, which of course only made her redouble her efforts
to incinerate him with her glare.

There was something very amusing about Hyacinth
Bridgerton, he decided. She was smart—very smart—but
she had a certain air about her, as if she was used to al-
ways being the most intelligent person in the room. It
wasn’t unattractive; she was quite charming in her own



42 Julia Quinn

way, and he imagined that she would have to have learned
to speak her own mind in order to be heard in her
family—she was the youngest of eight, after all.

But it did mean that he rather enjoyed seeing her at a
loss for words. It was fun to befuddle her. Gareth didn’t
know why he didn’t make a point of doing it more often.

He watched as she set her glass down. “Tell me, Mr. St.
Clair,” she said, “what did your grandmother say to you
to convince you to attend this evening?”

“You don’t believe I came of my own free will?”

She lifted one brow. He was impressed. He’d never
known a female who could do that.

“Very well,” he said, “there was a great deal of hand
fluttering, then something about a visit to her physician,
and then I believe she sighed.”

“Just once?”

He quirked a brow back at her. “I’'m made of stronger
stuff than that, Miss Bridgerton. It took a full half hour to
break me.”

She nodded. “You are good.”

He leaned toward her and smiled. “At many things,” he
murmured.

She blushed, which pleased him mightily, but then she
said, “I’ve been warned about men like you.”

“I certainly hope so0.”

She laughed. “I don’t think you’re nearly as dangerous
as you’d like to be thought.”

He tilted his head to the side. “And why is that?”

She didn’t answer right away, just caught her lower lip
between her teeth as she pondered her words. “You’re far
too kind to your grandmother,” she finally said.

“Some would say she’s too kind to me.”
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“Oh, many people say that,” Hyacinth said with a
shrug.

He choked on his lemonade. “You haven’t a coy bone
in your body, do you?”

Hyacinth glanced across the room at Penelope and
Lady Danbury before turning back to him. “I keep try-
ing, but no, apparently not. I imagine it’s why I am still
unmarried.”

He smiled. “Surely not.”

“Oh, indeed,” she said, even though it was clear he was
funning her. “Men need to be trapped into marriage,
whether they realize it or not. And I seem to be com-
pletely lacking in the ability.”

He grinned. “You mean you’re not underhanded and
sly?”

“I’m both those things,” she admitted, “just not subtle.”

“No,” he murmured, and she couldn’t decide whether
his agreement bothered her or not.

“But tell me,” he continued, “for I'm most curious.
Why do you think men must be trapped into marriage?”

“Would you go willingly to the altar?”

“No, but—"

“You see? I am affirmed.” And somehow that made her
feel a great deal better.

“Shame on you, Miss Bridgerton,” he said. “It’s not very
sporting of you not to allow me to finish my statement.”

She cocked her head. “Did you have anything interest-
ing to say?”

He smiled, and Hyacinth felt it down to her toes. “I’'m
always interesting,” he murmured.

“Now you’re just trying to scare me.” She didn’t know
where this was coming from, this crazy sense of daring.
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Hyacinth wasn’t shy, and she certainly wasn’t as demure
as she ought to have been, but nor was she foolhardy. And
Gareth St. Clair was not the sort of man with whom one
ought to trifle. She was playing with fire, and she knew it,
but somehow she couldn’t stop herself. It was as if each
statement from his lips was a dare, and she had to use her
every faculty just to keep up.

If this was a competition, she wanted to win.

And if any of her flaws was going to prove to be fatal,
this was surely it.

“Miss Bridgerton,” he said, “the devil himself couldn’t
scare you.”

She forced her eyes to meet his. “That’s not a compli-
ment, is it?”

He lifted her hand to his lips, brushing a feather-light
kiss across her knuckles. “You’ll have to figure that out
for yourself,” he murmured.

To all who observed, he was the soul of propriety, but
Hyacinth caught the daring gleam in his eye, and she felt
the breath leave her body as tingles of electricity rushed
across her skin. Her lips parted, but she had nothing to
say, not a single word. There was nothing but air, and
even that seemed in short supply.

And then he straightened as if nothing had happened
and said, “Do let me know what you decide.”

She just stared at him.

“About the compliment,” he added. “I am sure you will
wish to let me know how I feel about you.”

Her mouth fell open.

He smiled. Broadly. “Speechless, even. I'm to be
commended.”

“You—"
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“No. No,” he said, lifting one hand in the air and point-
ing toward her as if what he really wanted to do was place
his finger on her lips and shush her. “Don’t ruin it. The
moment is too rare.”

And she could have said something. She should have
said something. But all she could do was stand there like
an idiot, or if not that, then like someone completely un-
like herself.

“Until next time, Miss Bridgerton,” he murmured.

And then he was gone.



C/zapte’z 3

Three days later, and our bero learns that one can
never really escape ones past.

/¢ “‘There is a woman to see you, sir.”

Gareth looked up from his desk, a huge mahogany be-
hemoth that took up nearly half of his small study. “A
woman, you say?”’

His new valet nodded. “She said she is your brother’s
wife.”

“Caroline?” Gareth’s attention snapped into sharp fo-

us. “Show her in. Immediately.”

He rose to his feet, awaiting her arrival in his study. He
hadn’t seen Caroline in months, only once since George’s
funeral, truth be told. And Lord knew that hadn’t been a
joyful affair. Gareth had spent the entire time avoiding his
father, which had added stress on top of his already crush-
ing grief.

Lord St. Clair had ordered George to cease all broth-
erly relations with Gareth, but George had never cut him
off. In all else, George had obeyed his father, but never
that. And Gareth had loved him all the more for it. The
baron hadn’t wanted Gareth to attend the ceremony, but
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when Gareth had pushed his way into the church, even he
hadn’t been willing to make a scene and have him
evicted.

“Gareth?”

He turned away from the window, unaware that he’d
even been looking out. “Caroline,” he said warmly, cross-
ing the room to greet his sister-in-law. “How have you
been?”

She gave a helpless little shrug. Hers had been a love
match, and Gareth had never seen anything quite as dev-
astating as Caroline’s eyes at her husband’s funeral.

“I know,” Gareth said quietly. He missed George, too.
They had been an unlikely pair—George, sober and seri-
ous, and Gareth, who had always run wild. But they had
been friends as well as brothers, and Gareth liked to think
that they had complemented each other. Lately Gareth had
been thinking that he ought to try to lead a somewhat tamer
life, and he had been looking to his brother’s memory to
guide his actions.

“I was going through his things,” Caroline said. “I
found something. I believe that it is yours.”

Gareth watched curiously as she reached into her satchel
and pulled out a small book. “I don’t recognize it,” he said.

“No,” Caroline replied, handing it to him. “You
wouldn’t. It belonged to your father’s mother.”

Your father’s mother. Gareth couldn’t quite prevent his
grimace. Caroline did not know that Gareth was not truly a
St. Clair. Gareth had never been certain if George had
known the truth, either. If he had, he’d never said anything.

The book was small, bound with brown leather. There
was a little strap that reached from back to front, where it
could be fastened with a button. Gareth carefully undid it
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and turned the book open, taking extra care with the aged
paper. “It’s a diary,” he said with surprise. And then he
had to smile. It was written in Italian. “What does it say?”

“I don’t know,” Caroline said. “I didn’t even know it
existed until I found it in George’s desk earlier this week.
He never mentioned it.”

Gareth looked down at the diary, at the elegant hand-
writing forming words he could not understand. His fa-
ther’s mother had been the daughter of a noble Italian
house. It had always amused Gareth that his father was
half-Italian; the baron was so insufferably proud of his
St. Clair ancestry and liked to boast that they had been in
England since the Norman Invasion. In fact, Gareth
couldn’t recall him ever making mention of his Italian
roots.

“There was a note from George,” Caroline said, “in-
structing me to give this to you.”

Gareth glanced back down at the book, his heart heavy.
Just one more indication that George had never known
that they were not full brothers. Gareth bore no blood re-
lationship to Isabella Marinzoli St. Clair, and he had no
real right to her diary.

“You shall have to find someone to translate it,” Caro-
line said with a small, wistful smile. “I’m curious as to
what it says. George always spoke so warmly of your
grandmother.”

Gareth nodded. He remembered her fondly as well,
though they hadn’t spent very much time together. Lord
St. Clair hadn’t gotten on very well with his mother, so
Isabella did not visit very often. But she had always doted
upon her due ragazzi, as she liked to call her two grand-
sons, and Gareth recalled feeling quite crushed when, at
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the age of seven, he’d heard that she had died. If affection
was anywhere near as important as blood, then he sup-
posed the diary would find a better home in his hands
than anyone else’s.

“T’1l see what I can do,” Gareth said. “It can’t be that dif-
ficult to find someone who can translate from the Italian.”

“I wouldn’t trust it to just anyone,” Caroline said. “It is
your grandmother’s diary, after all. Her personal thoughts.”

Gareth nodded. Caroline was right. He owed it to Is-
abella to find someone discreet to translate her memoirs.
And he knew exactly where to start in his search.

“I’ll take this to Grandmother Danbury,” Gareth sud-
denly said, allowing his hand to bob up and down with the
diary, almost as if he was testing its weight. “She’ll know
what to do.”

And she would, he thought. Grandmother Danbury
liked to say that she knew everything, and the annoying
truth was, she was most often right.

“Do let me know what you find out,” Caroline said, as
she headed for the door.

“Of course,” he murmured, even though she was al-
ready gone. He looked down at the book. 70 Settembre,
1793 ...

Gareth shook his head and smiled. It figured his one
bequest from the St. Clair family coffers would be a diary
he couldn’t even read.

Ah, irony.

Meanwbhile, in a drawing room not so very far
away . . .
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“Enh?” Lady Danbury screeched. “You’re not speak-
ing loudly enough!”

Hyacinth allowed the book from which she was read-
ing to fall closed, with just her index finger stuck inside
to mark her place. Lady Danbury liked to feign deafness
when it suited her, and it seemed to suit her every time
Hyacinth got to the racy parts of the lurid novels that the
countess enjoyed so well.

“I said,” Hyacinth said, leveling her gaze onto Lady
Danbury’s face, “that our dear heroine was breathing hard,
no, let me check, she was breathy and short of breath.” She
looked up. “Breathy and short of breath?”

“Pfft,” Lady Danbury said, waving her hand dismis-
sively.

Hyacinth glanced at the cover of the book. “I wonder if
English is the author’s first language?”

“Keep reading,” Lady D ordered.

“Very well, let me see, Miss Bumblehead ran like
the wind as she saw Lord Savagewood coming toward
her.”

Lady Danbury narrowed her eyes. “Her name isn’t
Bumblehead.”

“It ought to be,” Hyacinth muttered.

“Well, that’s true,” Lady D agreed, “but we didn’t write
the story, did we?”

Hyacinth cleared her throat and once again found her
place in the text. “He was coming closer,” she read, “and
Miss Bumbleshoot—"

“Hyacinth!”

“Butterworth,” Hyacinth grumbled. “Whatever her
name is, she ran for the cliffs. End of chapter.”
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“The cliffs? Still? Wasn’t she running at the end of the
last chapter?”

“Perhaps it’s a long way.”

Lady Danbury narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

Hyacinth shrugged. “It is certainly true that I would lie
to you to get out of reading the next few paragraphs of
Priscilla Butterworth’s remarkably perilous life, but as it
happens, I'm telling the truth.” When Lady D didn’t say
anything, Hyacinth held out the book, and asked, “Would
you like to check for yourself?”

“No, no,” Lady Danbury said, with a great show of ac-
ceptance. “I believe you, if only because I have no choice.”

Hyacinth gave her a pointed look. “Are you blind now,
as well as deaf?”

“No.” Lady D sighed, letting one hand flutter until it
rested palm out on her forehead. “Just practicing my high
drama.”

Hyacinth laughed out loud.

“I do not jest,” Lady Danbury said, her voice returning
to its usual sharp tenor. “And I am thinking of making a
change in life. I could do a better job on the stage than
most of those fools who call themselves actresses.”

“Sadly,” Hyacinth said, “there doesn’t seem to be
much demand for aging countess roles.”

“If anyone else said that to me,” Lady D said, thump-
ing her cane against the floor even though she was seated
in a perfectly good chair, “T’d take it as an insult.”

“But not from me?” Hyacinth queried, trying to sound
disappointed.

Lady Danbury chuckled. “Do you know why I like you
so well, Hyacinth Bridgerton?”
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Hyacinth leaned forward. “I’m all agog.”

Lady D’s face spread into a creased smile. “Because
you, dear girl, are exactly like me.”

“Do you know, Lady Danbury,” Hyacinth said, “if you
said that to anyone else, she’d probably take it as an insult.”

Lady D’s thin body quivered with mirth. “But not
you?”’

Hyacinth shook her head. “Not me.”

“Good.” Lady Danbury gave her an uncharacteristi-
cally grandmotherly smile, then glanced up at the clock
on the mantel. “We’ve time for another chapter, I think.”

“We agreed, one chapter each Tuesday,” Hyacinth said,
mostly just to be vexing.

Lady D’s mouth settled into a grumpy line. “Very well,
then,” she said, eyeing Hyacinth in a sly manner, “we’ll
talk about something else.”

Oh, dear.

“Tell me, Hyacinth,” Lady Danbury said, leaning for-
ward, “how are your prospects these days?”

“You sound like my mother,” Hyacinth said sweetly.

“A compliment of the highest order,” Lady D tossed
back. “I like your mother, and I hardly like anyone.”

“I’ll be sure to tell her.”

“Bah. She knows that already, and you’re avoiding the
question.”

“My prospects,” Hyacinth replied, “as you so deli-
cately put it, are the same as ever.”

“Such is the problem. You, my dear girl, need a hus-
band.”

“Are you quite certain my mother isn’t hiding behind
the curtains, feeding you lines?”
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“See?” Lady Danbury said with a wide smile. “T would
be good on the stage.”

Hyacinth just stared at her. “You have gone quite mad,
did you know that?”

“Bah. I'm merely old enough to get away with speak-
ing my mind. You’ll enjoy it when you’re my age, I
promise.”

“I enjoy it now,” Hyacinth said.

“True,” Lady Danbury conceded. “And it’s probably
why you’re still unmarried.”

“If there were an intelligent unattached man in Lon-
don,” Hyacinth said with a beleaguered sigh, “I assure
you I would set my cap for him.” She let her head cock to
the side with a sarcastic tilt. “Surely you wouldn’t see me
married to a fool.”

“Of course not, but—"

“And stop mentioning your grandson as if I weren’t in-
telligent enough to figure out what you’re up to.”

Lady D gasped in full huff. “I didn’t say a word.”

“You were about to.”

“Well, he’s perfectly nice,” Lady Danbury muttered,
not even trying to deny it, “and more than handsome.”

Hyacinth caught her lower lip between her teeth, trying
not to remember how very strange she’d felt at the
Smythe-Smith musicale with Mr. St. Clair at her side.
That was the problem with him, she realized. She didn’t
feel like herself when he was near. And it was the most
disconcerting thing.

“I see you don’t disagree,” Lady D said.

“About your grandson’s handsome visage? Of course
not,” Hyacinth replied, since there was little point in de-
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bating it. There were some people for whom good looks
were a fact, not an opinion.

“And,” Lady Danbury continued in grand fashion, “I"'m
happy to say that he inherited his brain from my side of
the family, which, I might regretfully add, isn’t the case
with all of my progeny.”

Hyacinth glanced up at the ceiling in an attempt to
avoid comment. Lady Danbury’s eldest son had famously
gotten his head stuck between the bars of the front gate of
Windsor Castle.

“Oh, go ahead and say it,” Lady D grumbled. “At least
two of my children are half-wits, and heaven knows
about their children. I flee in the opposite direction when
they come to town.”

“I would never—"

“Well, you were thinking it, and rightly you should.
Serves me right for marrying Lord Danbury when I knew
he hadn’t two thoughts to bang together in his head. But
Gareth is a prize, and you’re a fool if you don’t—"

“Your grandson,” Hyacinth cut in, “isn’t the least bit
interested in me or any marriageable female, for that
matter.”

“Well, that is a problem,” Lady Danbury agreed, “and
for the life of me, I don’t know why the boy shuns your
sort.”

“My sort?” Hyacinth echoed.

“Young, female, and someone he would actually have
to marry if he dallied with.”

Hyacinth felt her cheeks burn. Normally this would
be exactly the sort of conversation she relished—it was
far more fun to be improper than otherwise, within rea-
son, of course—but this time it was all she could do to
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say, “I hardly think you should be discussing such things
with me.”

“Bah,” Lady D said, gesturing dismissively with her
hand. “Since when have you become so missish?”

Hyacinth opened her mouth, but thankfully, Lady Dan-
bury didn’t seem to desire an answer. “He’s a rogue, it’s
true,” the countess sailed on, “but it’s nothing you can’t
overcome if you put your mind to it.”

“I’m not going to—"

“Just yank your dress down a little when next you see
him,” Lady D cut in, waving her hand impatiently in front
of her face. “Men lose all sense at the sight of a healthy
bosom. You’ll have him—"

“Lady Danbury!” Hyacinth crossed her arms. She did
have her pride, and she wasn’t about to go chasing after a
rake who clearly had no interest in marriage. That sort of
public humiliation she could do without.

And besides, it would require a great deal of imagina-
tion to describe her bosom as healthy. Hyacinth knew she
wasn’t built like a boy, thank goodness, but nor did she
possess attributes that would cause any man to look twice
in the area directly below her neck.

“Oh, very well,” Lady Danbury said, sounding exceed-
ingly grumpy, which, for her, was exceeding indeed. “I
won’t say another word.”

“Ever?”

“Until,” Lady D said firmly.

“Until when?” Hyacinth asked suspiciously.

“I don’t know,” Lady Danbury replied, in much the
same tone.

Which Hyacinth had a feeling meant five minutes
hence.
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The countess was silent for a moment, but her lips
were pursed, signaling that her mind was up to something
that was probably devious in the extreme. “Do you know
what I think?” she asked.

“Usually,” Hyacinth replied.

Lady D scowled. “You are entirely too mouthy.”

Hyacinth just smiled and ate another biscuit.

“I think,” Lady Danbury said, apparently over her
pique, “that we should write a book.”

To Hyacinth’s credit, she didn’t choke on her food. “I
beg your pardon?”

“I need a challenge,” Lady D said. “Keeps the mind
sharp. And surely we could do better than Miss Butter-
worth and the Mealymouthed Baron.”

“Mad Baron,” Hyacinth said automatically.

“Precisely,” Lady D said. “Surely we can do better.”

“I’m sure we could, but it does beg the question—why
would we want to?”

“Because we can.”

Hyacinth considered the prospect of a creative liaison
with Lady Danbury, of spending hours upon hours—

“No,” she said, quite firmly, “we can’t.”

“Of course we can,” Lady D said, thumping her cane
for what was only the second time during the interview—
surely a new record of restraint. “I’ll think up the ideas,
and you can figure out how to word it all.”

“It doesn’t sound like an equitable division of labor,”
Hyacinth remarked.

“And why should it be?”

Hyacinth opened her mouth to reply, then decided
there was really no point.
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Lady Danbury frowned for a moment, then finally
added, “Well, think about my proposal. We’d make an ex-
cellent team.”

“I shudder to think,” came a deep voice from the door-
way, “what you might be attempting to browbeat poor
Miss Bridgerton into now.”

“Gareth!” Lady Danbury said with obvious pleasure.
“How nice of you finally to come visit me.”

Hyacinth turned. Gareth St. Clair had just stepped into
the room, looking alarmingly handsome in his elegant af-
ternoon clothing. A shaft of sunlight was streaming
through the window, landing on his hair like burnished
gold.

His presence was most surprising. Hyacinth had been
visiting every Tuesday for a year now, and this was only
the second time their paths had crossed. She had begun to
think he might be purposefully avoiding her.

Which begged the question—why was he here now?
Their conversation at the Smythe-Smith musicale was the
first they had ever shared that went beyond the most basic
of pleasantries, and suddenly he was here in his grand-
mother’s drawing room, right in the middle of their
weekly visit.

“Finally?” Mr. St. Clair echoed with amusement.
“Surely you haven’t forgotten my visit last Friday.” He
turned to Hyacinth, his face taking on a rather convincing
expression of concern. “Do you think she might be begin-
ning to lose her memory, Miss Bridgerton? She is, what
can it be now, ninety—"

Lady D’s cane came down squarely on his toes. “Not
even close, my dear boy,” she barked, “and if you value
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your appendages, you shan’t blaspheme in such a manner
again.”

“The Gospel according to Agatha Danbury,” Hyacinth
murmured.

Mr. St. Clair flashed her a grin, which surprised her,
first because she hadn’t thought he would hear her remark,
and second because it made him seem so boyish and inno-
cent, when she knew for a fact that he was neither.

Although . . .

Hyacinth fought the urge to shake her head. There was
always an although. Lady D’s “finallys” aside, Gareth St.
Clair was a frequent visitor at Danbury House. It made
Hyacinth wonder if he was truly the rogue society made
him out to be. No true devil would be so devoted to his
grandmother. She’d said as much at the Smythe-Smith
musicale, but he’d deftly changed the subject.

He was a puzzle. And Hyacinth hated puzzles.

Well, no, in truth she loved them.

Provided, of course, that she solved them.

The puzzle in question ambled across the room, lean-
ing down to drop a kiss on his grandmother’s cheek. Hy-
acinth found herself staring at the back of his neck, at the
rakish queue of hair brushing up against the edge of his
bottle green coat.

She knew he hadn’t a great deal of money for tailors
and such, and she knew he never asked his grandmother
for anything, but lud, that coat fit him to perfection.

“Miss Bridgerton,” he said, settling onto the sofa and
allowing one ankle to rest rather lazily on the opposite
knee. “It must be Tuesday.”

“It must,” Hyacinth agreed.

“How fares Priscilla Butterworth?”
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Hyacinth lifted her brows, surprised that he knew
which book they were reading. “She is running for the
cliffs,” she replied. “I fear for her safety, if you must
know. Or rather, I would,” she added, “if there were not
eleven chapters still to be read.”

“Pity,” he remarked. “The book would take a far more
interesting turn if she was killed off.”

“Have you read it, then?” Hyacinth queried politely.

For a moment it seemed he would do nothing but give
her a Surely You Jest 1ook, but he punctuated the expres-
sion with, “My grandmother likes to recount the tale
when I see her each Wednesday. Which I always do,” he
added, sending a heavy-lidded glance in Lady Danbury’s
direction. “And most Fridays and Sundays as well.”

“Not last Sunday,” Lady D said.

“I went to church,” he deadpanned.

Hyacinth choked on her biscuit.

He turned to her. “Didn’t you see the lightning strike
the steeple?”

She recovered with a sip of tea, then smiled sweetly. “I
was listening too devotedly to the sermon.”

“Claptrap last week,” Lady D announced. “I think the
priest is getting old.”

Gareth opened his mouth, but before he could say a
word, his grandmother’s cane swung around in a remark-
ably steady horizontal arc. “Don’t,” she warned, “make a
comment beginning with the words, ‘Coming from
you. ..

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he demurred.

“Of course you would,” she stated. “You wouldn’t be
my grandson if you wouldn’t.”” She turned to Hyacinth.
“Don’t you agree?”

599
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To her credit, Hyacinth folded her hands in her lap and
said, “Surely there is no right answer to that question.”

“Smart girl,” Lady D said approvingly.

“I learn from the master.”

Lady Danbury beamed. “Insolence aside,” she contin-
ued determinedly, gesturing toward Gareth as if he were
some sort of zoological specimen, “he really is an excep-
tional grandson. Couldn’t have asked for more.”

Gareth watched with amusement as Hyacinth mur-
mured something that was meant to convey her agree-
ment without actually doing so.

“Of course,” Grandmother Danbury added with a dis-
missive wave of her hand, “he hasn’t much in the way of
competition. The rest of them have only three brains to
share among them.”

Not the most ringing of endorsements, considering
that she had twelve living grandchildren.

“I've heard some animals eat their young,” Gareth
murmured, to no one in particular.

“This being a Tuesday,” his grandmother said, ignoring
his comment completely, “what brings you by?”

Gareth wrapped his fingers around the book in his
pocket. He’d been so intrigued by its existence since
Caroline had handed it over that he had completely for-
gotten about his grandmother’s weekly visit with Hy-
acinth Bridgerton. If he’d been thinking clearly, he
would have waited until later in the afternoon, after she
had departed.

But now he was here, and he had to give them some
reason for his presence. Otherwise—God help him—his
grandmother would assume he’d come because of Miss
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Bridgerton, and it would take months to dissuade her of
the notion.

“What is it, boy?”” his grandmother asked, in her inim-
itable way. “Speak up.”

Gareth turned to Hyacinth, slightly pleased when she
squirmed a little under his intent stare. “Why do you visit
my grandmother?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Because I like her.”

And then she leaned forward and asked, “Why do you
visit her?”

“Because she’s my—"" He stopped, caught himself. He
didn’t visit just because she was his grandmother. Lady
Danbury was a number of things to him—trial, termagant,
and bane of his existence sprang to mind—but never a
duty. “I like her, too,” he said slowly, his eyes never leaving
Hyacinth’s.

She didn’t blink. “Good.”

And then they just stared at each other, as if trapped in
some sort of bizarre contest.

“Not that I have any complaints with this particular av-
enue of conversation,” Lady Danbury said loudly, “but
what the devil are the two of you talking about?”

Hyacinth sat back and looked at Lady Danbury as if
nothing had happened. “I have no idea,” she said blithely,
and proceeded to sip at her tea. Setting the cup back in its
saucer, she added, “He asked me a question.”

Gareth watched her curiously. His grandmother wasn’t
the easiest person to befriend, and if Hyacinth Bridgerton
happily sacrificed her Tuesday afternoons to be with her,
that was certainly a point in her favor. Not to mention that
Lady Danbury hardly liked anyone, and she raved about
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Miss Bridgerton at every possible opportunity. It was, of
course, partly because she was trying to pair the two of
them up; his grandmother had never been known for her
tact or subtlety.

But still, if Gareth had learned one thing over the years,
it was that his grandmother was a shrewd judge of charac-
ter. And besides, the diary was written in Italian. Even if it
did contain some indiscreet secret, Miss Bridgerton would
hardly know.

His decision made, he reached into his pocket and
pulled out the book.
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At which point Hyacinth’s life finally becomes al-
most as exciting as Priscilla Butterworth’s. Minus

the cliffs, of course . . .

Clair appeared to hesitate. He glanced over at her, his
clear blue eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly before
he turned back to his grandmother. Hyacinth tried not to
look too interested; he was obviously trying to decide if
he should mention his business in her presence, and she
suspected that any interference on her part would cause
him to keep his counsel.

But apparently she passed muster, because after a brief
moment of silence, he reached into his pocket and pulled
out what appeared to be a small, leather-bound book.

“What is this?”” Lady Danbury asked, taking it into her
hands.

“Grandmother St. Clair’s diary,” he replied. “Caroline
brought it over this afternoon. She found it among George’s
effects.”

“It’s in Italian,” Lady D said.
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“Yes, I was aware.”

“I meant, why did you bring it to me?” she asked,
somewhat impatiently.

Mr. St. Clair gave her a lazy half smile. “You are al-
ways telling me you know everything, or if not every-
thing, then everyone.”

“You said that to me earlier this afternoon,” Hyacinth
put in helpfully.

Mr. St. Clair turned to her with a vaguely patronizing,
“Thank you,” which arrived at precisely the same mo-
ment as Lady Danbury’s glare.

Hyacinth squirmed. Not at Lady D’s glare—she was
quite impervious to those. But she hated this feeling that
Mr. St. Clair thought her deserving of condescension.

“I was hoping,” he said to his grandmother, “that you
might know of a reputable translator.”

“For Italian?”

“It would seem to be the required language.”

“Hmmph.” Lady D tap tap tapped her cane against the
carpet, much the way a normal person would drum fin-
gers atop a table. “Italian? Not nearly as ubiquitous as
French, which of course any decent person would—"

“I can read Italian,” Hyacinth interrupted.

Two identical pairs of blue eyes swung her direction.

“You’re joking,” Mr. St. Clair said, coming in a mere
half second before his grandmother barked, “You can?”

“You don’t know everything about me,” Hyacinth said
archly. To Lady Danbury, of course, since Mr. St. Clair
could hardly make that claim.

“Well, yes, of course,” Lady D blustered, “but Italian?”

“I had an Italian governess when I was small,” Hy-
acinth said with a shrug. “It amused her to teach me. I'm
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not fluent,” she allowed, “but given a page or two, I can
make out the general meaning.”

“This is quite more than a page or two,” Mr. St. Clair
said, tilting his head toward the diary, which still rested in
his grandmother’s hands.

“Clearly,” Hyacinth replied peevishly. “But I'm not
likely to read more than a page or two at a time. And she
didn’t write it in the style of the ancient Romans, did
she?”

“That would be Latin,” Mr. St. Clair drawled.

Hyacinth clamped her teeth together. “Nevertheless,”
she ground out.

“For the love of God, boy,” Lady Danbury cut in, “give
her the book.”

Mr. St. Clair forbore to point out that she was still hold-
ing it, which Hyacinth thought showed remarkable re-
straint on his part. Instead, he rose to his feet, plucked the
slim volume from his grandmother’s hands, and turned
toward Hyacinth. He hesitated then—just for a moment,
and Hyacinth would have missed it had she been looking
anywhere but directly at his face.

He brought the book to her then, holding it out with a
softly murmured, “Miss Bridgerton.”

Hyacinth accepted it, shivering against the odd feeling
that she had just done something far more powerful than
merely taking a book into her hands.

“Are you cold, Miss Bridgerton?” Mr. St. Clair mur-
mured.

She shook her head, using the book as a means to
avoid looking at him. “The pages are slightly brittle,” she
said, carefully turning one.

“What does it say?”” Mr. St. Clair asked.
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Hyacinth gritted her teeth. It was never fun to be forced
to perform under pressure, and it was nigh near impossi-
ble with Gareth St. Clair breathing down her neck.

“Give her some room!” Lady D barked.

He moved, but not enough to make Hyacinth feel any
more at ease.

“Well?” he demanded.

Hyacinth’s head bobbed slightly back and forth as she
worked out the meaning. “She’s writing about her up-
coming wedding,” she said. “I think she’s due to marry
your grandfather in”—she bit her lip as she scanned
down the page for the appropriate words—‘three weeks. I
gather the ceremony was in Italy.”

Mr. St. Clair nodded once before prodding her with,
“And?”

“And . ..” Hyacinth wrinkled her nose, as she always
did when she was thinking hard. It wasn’t a terribly at-
tractive expression, but the alternative was simply not to
think, which she didn’t find appealing.

“What did she say?” Lady Danbury urged.

“Orrendo orrendo . ..,” Hyacinth murmured. “Oh,
right.” She looked up. “She’s not very happy about it.”

“Who would be?” Lady D put in. “The man was a bear,
apologies to those in the room sharing his blood.”

Mr. St. Clair ignored her. “What else?”

“I told you I’'m not fluent,” Hyacinth finally snapped.
“I need time to work it out.”

“Take it home,” Lady Danbury said. “You’ll be seeing
him tomorrow night, anyway.”

“I am?” Hyacinth asked, at precisely the moment Mr.
St. Clair said, “She will?”
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“You’re accompanying me to the Pleinsworth poetry
reading,” Lady D told her grandson. “Or have you forgot-
ten?”

Hyacinth sat back, enjoying the sight of Gareth St.
Clair’s mouth opening and closing in obvious distress. He
looked a bit like a fish, she decided. A fish with the fea-
tures of a Greek god, but still, a fish.

“I'really . . .” he said. “That is to say, I can’t—"

“You can, and you will be there,” Lady D said. “You
promised.”

He regarded her with a stern expression. “I cannot
imagine—"

“Well, if you didn’t promise, you should have done,
and if you love me . . .”

Hyacinth coughed to cover her laugh, then tried not to
smirk when Mr. St. Clair shot a dirty look in her direction.

“When I die,” he said, “surely my epitaph will read,
‘He loved his grandmother when no one else would.” ”

“And what’s wrong with that?” Lady Danbury asked.

“I’ll be there,” he sighed.

“Bring wool for your ears,” Hyacinth advised.

He looked aghast. “It cannot possibly be worse than
last night’s musicale.”

Hyacinth couldn’t quite keep one corner of her mouth
from tilting up. “Lady Pleinsworth used to be a Smythe-
Smith.”

Across the room, Lady Danbury chortled with glee.

“I had best be getting home,” Hyacinth said, rising to
her feet. “I shall try to translate the first entry before I see
you tomorrow evening, Mr. St. Clair.”

“You have my gratitude, Miss Bridgerton.”
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Hyacinth nodded and crossed the room, trying to ig-
nore the strangely giddy sensation growing in her chest.
It was just a book, for heaven’s sake.

And he was just a man.

It was annoying, this strange compulsion she felt to im-
press him. She wanted to do something that would prove
her intelligence and wit, something that would force him
to look at her with an expression other than vague amuse-
ment.

“Allow me to walk you to the door,” Mr. St. Clair said,
falling into step beside her.

Hyacinth turned, then felt her breath stop short in sur-
prise. She hadn’t realized he was standing so close. “T. . .
ah...”

It was his eyes, she realized. So blue and clear she
ought to have felt she could read his thoughts, but instead
she rather thought he could read hers.

“Yes?” he murmured, placing her hand on his elbow.

She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

“Why, Miss Bridgerton,” he said, guiding her into the
hall. “I don’t believe I've ever seen you at a loss for
words. Except for the other night,” he added, cocking his
head ever so slightly to the side.

She looked at him, narrowing her eyes.

“At the musicale,” he supplied helpfully. “It was
lovely.” He smiled, most annoyingly. “Wasn’t it lovely?”

Hyacinth clamped her lips together. “You barely know
me, Mr. St. Clair,” she said.

“Your reputation precedes you.”

“As does yours.”

“Touché, Miss Bridgerton,” he said, but she didn’t par-
ticularly feel she’d won the point.
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Hyacinth saw her maid waiting by the door, so she ex-
tricated her hand from Mr. St. Clair’s elbow and crossed
the foyer. “Until tomorrow, Mr. St. Clair,” she said.

And as the door shut behind her, she could have sworn
she heard him reply, “Arrivederci.”

Hyacinth arrives home.
Her mother bas been waiting for ber.

This is not good.

“Charlotte Stokehurst,” Violet Bridgerton announced,
“is getting married.”

“Today?” Hyacinth queried, taking off her gloves.

Her mother gave her a look. “She has become en-
gaged. Her mother told me this morning.”

Hyacinth looked around. “Were you waiting for me in
the hall?”

“To the Earl of Renton,” Violet added. “Renton.”

“Have we any tea?” Hyacinth asked. “T walked all the
way home, and I'm thirsty.”

“Renton!” Violet exclaimed, looking about ready to
throw up her hands in despair. “Did you hear me?”

“Renton,” Hyacinth said obligingly. “He has fat ankles.”

“He’s—" Violet stopped short. “Why were you looking
at his ankles?”

“I couldn’t very well miss them,” Hyacinth replied. She
handed her reticule—which contained the Italian diary—
to a maid. “Would you take this to my room, please?”

Violet waited until the maid scurried off. “I have tea in
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the drawing room, and there is nothing wrong with Ren-
ton’s ankles.”

Hyacinth shrugged. “If you like the puffy sort.”

“Hyacinth!”

Hyacinth sighed tiredly, following her mother into the
drawing room. “Mother, you have six married children,
and they all are quite happy with their choices. Why must
you try to push me into an unsuitable alliance?”

Violet sat and prepared a cup of tea for Hyacinth.
“I'm not,” she said, “but Hyacinth, couldn’t you even
look?”

“Mother, [—”

“Or for my sake, pretend to?”

Hyacinth could not help but smile.

Violet held the cup out, then took it back and added an-
other spoonful of sugar. Hyacinth was the only one in the
family who took sugar in her tea, and she’d always liked
it extra sweet.

“Thank you,” Hyacinth said, tasting the brew. It wasn’t
quite as hot as she preferred, but she drank it anyway.

“Hyacinth,” her mother said, in that tone of voice that
always made Hyacinth feel a little guilty, even though she
knew better, “you know I only wish to see you happy.”

“I know,” Hyacinth said. That was the problem. Her
mother did only wish her to be happy. If Violet had been
pushing her toward marriage for social glory or financial
gain, it would have been much easier to ignore her. But no,
her mother loved her and truly did want her to be happy,
not just married, and so Hyacinth tried her best to main-
tain her good humor through all of her mother’s sighs.

“I would never wish to see you married to someone
whose company you did not enjoy,” Violet continued.
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“I know.”

“And if you never met the right person, I would be per-
fectly happy to see you remain unwed.”

Hyacinth eyed her dubiously.

“Very well,” Violet amended, “not perfectly happy,
but you know I would never pressure you to marry
someone unsuitable.”

“I know,” Hyacinth said again.

“But darling, you’ll never find anyone if you don’t look.”

“I look!” Hyacinth protested. “I have gone out almost
every night this week. I even went to the Smythe-Smith
musicale last night. Which,” she said quite pointedly, “I
might add you did not attend.”

Violet coughed. “Bit of a cough, I'm afraid.”

Hyacinth said nothing, but no one could have mistaken
the look in her eyes.

“I heard you sat next to Gareth St. Clair,” Violet said,
after an appropriate silence.

“Do you have spies everywhere?” Hyacinth grumbled.

“Almost,” Violet replied. “It makes life so much easier.”

“For you, perhaps.”

“Did you like him?” Violet persisted.

Like him? It seemed such an odd question. Did she like
Gareth St. Clair? Did she like that it always felt as if he
was silently laughing at her, even after she’d agreed to
translate his grandmother’s diary? Did she like that she
could never tell what he was thinking, or that he left her
feeling unsettled, and not quite herself?

“Well?” her mother asked.

“Somewhat,” Hyacinth hedged.

Violet didn’t say anything, but her eyes took on a
gleam that terrified Hyacinth to her very core.
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“Don’t,” Hyacinth warned.

“He would be an excellent match, Hyacinth.”

Hyacinth stared at her mother as if she’d sprouted an
extra head. “Have you gone mad? You know his reputa-
tion as well as 1.”

Violet brushed that aside instantly. “His reputation
won’t matter once you’re married.”

“It would if he continued to consort with opera singers
and the like.”

“He wouldn’t,” Violet said, waving her hand dismis-
sively.

“How could you possibly know that?”

Violet paused for a moment. “I don’t know,” she said.
“I suppose it’s a feeling I have.”

“Mother,” Hyacinth said with a great show of solici-
tude, “you know I love you dearly—"

“Why is it,” Violet pondered, “that I have come to ex-
pect nothing good when I hear a sentence beginning in
that manner?”

“But,” Hyacinth cut in, “you must forgive me if I de-
cline to marry someone based upon a feeling you might
or might not have.”

Violet sipped her tea with rather impressive noncha-
lance. “It’s the next best thing to a feeling you might
have. And if I may say so myself, my feelings on these
things tend to be right on the mark.” At Hyacinth’s dry
expression, she added, “T haven’t been wrong yet.”

Well, that was true, Hyacinth had to acknowledge. To
herself, of course. If she actually admitted as much out
loud, her mother would take that as a carte blanche
to pursue Mr. St. Clair until he ran screaming for the trees.

“Mother,” Hyacinth said, pausing for slightly longer
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than normal to steal a bit of time to organize her thoughts,
“I am not going to chase after Mr. St. Clair. He’s not at all
the right sort of man for me.”

“I’'m not certain you’d know the right sort of man for
you if he arrived on our doorstep riding an elephant.”

“I would think the elephant would be a fairly good in-
dication that I ought to look elsewhere.”

“Hyacinth.”

“And besides that,” Hyacinth added, thinking about the
way Mr. St. Clair always seemed to look at her in that
vaguely condescending manner of his, “I don’t think he
likes me very much.”

“Nonsense,” Violet said, with all the outrage of a
mother hen. “Everyone likes you.”

Hyacinth thought about that for a moment. “No,” she
said, “I don’t think everyone does.”

“Hyacinth, I am your mother, and I know—"

“Mother, you’re the last person anyone would tell if
they didn’t like me.”

“Nevertheless—"

“Mother,” Hyacinth cut in, setting her teacup firmly in
its saucer, “it is of no concern. I don’t mind that I am not
universally adored. If I wanted everyone to like me, I'd
have to be kind and charming and bland and boring all
the time, and what would be the fun in that?”

“You sound like Lady Danbury,” Violet said.

“I like Lady Danbury.”

“I like her, too, but that doesn’t mean I want her as my
daughter.”

“Mother—"

“You won’t set your cap for Mr. St. Clair because he
scares you,” Violet said.
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Hyacinth actually gasped. “That is not true.”

“Of course it is,” Violet returned, looking vastly pleased
with herself. “T don’t know why it hasn’t occurred to me
sooner. And he isn’t the only one.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Why have you not married yet?” Violet asked.

Hyacinth blinked at the abruptness of the question. “I
beg your pardon.”

“Why have you not married?” Violet repeated. “Do
you even want to?”

“Of course I do.” And she did. She wanted it more than
she would ever admit, probably more than she’d ever real-
ized until that very moment. She looked at her mother and
she saw a matriarch, a woman who loved her family with
a fierceness that brought tears to her eyes. And in that mo-
ment Hyacinth realized that she wanted to love with that
fierceness. She wanted children. She wanted a family.

But that did not mean that she was willing to marry the
first man who came along. Hyacinth was nothing if not
pragmatic; she’d be happy to marry someone she didn’t
love, provided he suited her in almost every other respect.
But good heavens, was it so much to ask for a gentleman
with some modicum of intelligence?

“Mother,” she said, softening her tone, since she knew
that Violet meant well, “T do wish to marry. I swear to you
that I do. And clearly I have been looking.”

Violet lifted her brows. “Clearly?”

“I have had six proposals,” Hyacinth said, perhaps a
touch defensively. “It’s not my fault that none was suitable.”

“Indeed.”

Hyacinth felt her lips part with surprise at her mother’s
tone. “What do you mean by that?”
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“Of course none of those men was suitable. Half were
after your fortune, and as for the other half—well, you
would have reduced them to tears within a month.”

“Such tenderness for your youngest child,” Hyacinth
muttered. “It quite undoes me.”

Violet let out a ladylike snort. “Oh, please, Hyacinth,
you know exactly what I mean, and you know that I am
correct. None of those men was your match. You need
someone who is your equal.”

“That is exactly what I have been trying to tell you.”

“But my question to you is—why are the wrong men
asking for your hand?”

Hyacinth opened her mouth, but she had no answer.

“You say you wish to find a man who is your match,”
Violet said, “and I think you think you do, but the truth is,
Hyacinth—every time you meet someone who can hold
his own with you, you push him away.”

“I don’t,” Hyacinth said, but not very convincingly.

“Well, you certainly don’t encourage them,” Violet
said. She leaned forward, her eyes filled with equal parts
concern and remonstration. “You know I love you dearly,
Hyacinth, but you do like to have the upper hand in the
conversation.”

“Who doesn’t?” Hyacinth muttered.

“Any man who is your equal is not going to allow you
to manage him as you see fit.”

“But that’s not what I want,” Hyacinth protested.

Violet sighed. But it was a nostalgic sound, full of
warmth and love. “I wish I could explain to you how I felt
the day you were born,” she said.

“Mother?” Hyacinth asked softly. The change of sub-
ject was sudden, and somehow Hyacinth knew that what-
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ever her mother said to her, it was going to matter more
than anything she’d ever heard in her life.

“It was so soon after your father died. And I was so
sad. I can’t even begin to tell you how sad. There’s a kind
of grief that just eats one up. It weighs one down. And
one can’t—" Violet stopped, and her lips moved, the cor-
ners tightening in that way they did when a person was
swallowing . . . and trying not to cry. “Well, one can’t do
anything. There’s no way to explain it unless you’ve felt it
yourself.”

Hyacinth nodded, even though she knew she could
never truly understand.

“That entire last month I just didn’t know how to feel,”
Violet continued, her voice growing softer. “I didn’t
know how to feel about you. I'd had seven babies already;
one would think I would be an expert. But suddenly
everything was new. You wouldn’t have a father, and I
was so scared. I was going to have to be everything to
you. I suppose I was going to have to be everything to
your brothers and sisters as well, but somehow that was
different. With you . . .”

Hyacinth just watched her, unable to take her eyes
from her mother’s face.

“I was scared,” Violet said again, “terrified that I might
fail you in some way.”

“You didn’t,” Hyacinth whispered.

Violet smiled wistfully. “I know. Just look how well
you turned out.”

Hyacinth felt her mouth wobble, and she wasn’t sure
whether she was going to laugh or cry.

“But that’s not what I'm trying to tell you,” Violet said,
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her eyes taking on a slightly determined expression.
“What I’'m trying to say is that when you were born, and
they put you into my arms—it’s strange, because for
some reason I was so convinced you would look just like
your father. I thought for certain I would look down and
see his face, and it would be some sort of sign from
heaven.”

Hyacinth’s breath caught as she watched her, and she
wondered why her mother had never told her this story.
And why she’d never asked.

“But you didn’t,” Violet continued. “You looked rather
like me. And then—oh my, I remember this as if it were
yesterday—you looked into my eyes, and you blinked.
Twice.”

“Twice?” Hyacinth echoed, wondering why this was
important.

“Twice.” Violet looked at her, her lips curving into a
funny little smile. “I only remember it because you
looked so deliberate. It was the strangest thing. You gave
me a look as if to say, ‘I know exactly what I'm doing.””

A little burst of air rushed past Hyacinth’s lips, and she
realized it was a laugh. A small one, the kind that takes a
body by surprise.

“And then you let out a wail,” Violet said, shaking her
head. “My heavens, I thought you were going to shake
the paint right off the walls. And I smiled. It was the first
time since your father died that I smiled.”

Violet took a breath, then reached for her tea. Hyacinth
watched as her mother composed herself, wanting des-
perately to ask her to continue, but somehow knowing the
moment called for silence.
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For a full minute Hyacinth waited, and then finally her
mother said, softly, “And from that moment on, you were
so dear to me. I love all my children, but you ...” She
looked up, her eyes catching Hyacinth’s. “You saved me.”

Something squeezed in Hyacinth’s chest. She couldn’t
quite move, couldn’t quite breathe. She could only watch
her mother’s face, listen to her words, and be so very,
very grateful that she’d been lucky enough to be her
child.

“In some ways I was a little too protective of you,” Vi-
olet said, her lips forming the tiniest of smiles, “and at the
same time too lenient. You were so exuberant, SO com-
pletely sure of who you were and how you fit into the
world around you. You were a force of nature, and I didn’t
want to clip your wings.”

“Thank you,” Hyacinth whispered, but the words were
so soft, she wasn’t even sure she’d said them aloud.

“But sometimes I wonder if this left you too unaware
of the people around you.”

Hyacinth suddenly felt awful.

“No, no,” Violet said quickly, seeing the stricken ex-
pression on Hyacinth’s face. “You are kind, and you’re
caring, and you are far more thoughtful than I think any-
one realizes. But—oh dear, I don’t know how to explain
this.” She took a breath, her nose wrinkling as she
searched for the right words. “You are so used to being
completely comfortable with yourself and what you say.”

“What’s wrong with that?”” Hyacinth asked. Not defen-
sively, just quietly.

“Nothing. I wish more people had that talent.” Violet
clasped her hands together, her left thumb rubbing
against her right palm. It was a gesture Hyacinth had seen
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on her mother countless times, always when she was lost
in thought.

“But what I think happens,” Violet continued, “is that
when you don’t feel that way—when something happens
to give you unease—well, you don’t seem to know how to
manage it. And you run. Or you decide it isn’t worth it.”
She looked at her daughter, her eyes direct and perhaps
just a little bit resigned. “And that,” she finally said, “is
why I’'m afraid you will never find the right man. Or
rather, you’ll find him, but you won’t know it. You won’t
let yourself know it.”

Hyacinth stared at her mother, feeling very still, and
very small, and very unsure of herself. How had this hap-
pened? How had she come in here, expecting the usual
talk of husbands and weddings and the lack thereof, only
to find herself laid bare and open until she wasn’t quite
certain who she was anymore.

“T’1l think about that,” she said to her mother.

“That’s all I can ask.”

And it was all she could promise.



C/zapte’z 5

The next evening, in the drawing room of the es-
timable Lady Pleinsworth. For some strande reason,
there are twigs attached to the piano. And a small
girl bas a born on ber bead.

iW7777  “People will think you’re courting me,” Hy-
acmth said, when Mr. St. Clair walked directly to her side
without any pretense of glancing about the room first.

“Nonsense,” he said, sitting down in the empty chair
next to her. “Everyone knows I don’t court respectable
women, and besides, I should think it would only enhance
your reputation.”

“And here I thought modesty an overrated virtue.”

He flashed her a bland smile. “Not that I wish to give
you any ammunition, but the sad fact of it is—most men
are sheep. Where one goes, the rest will follow. And
didn’t you say you wished to be married?”

“Not to someone who follows you as the lead sheep,”
she replied.

He grinned at that, a devilish smile that Hyacinth had a
feeling he had used to seduce legions of women. Then he
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looked about, as if intending to engage in something sur-
reptitious, and leaned in.

Hyacinth couldn’t help it. She leaned in, too. “Yes?”
she murmured.

“I am about this close to bleating.”

Hyacinth tried to swallow her laugh, which was a mis-
take, since it came out as an exceedingly inelegant splutter.

“How fortunate that you weren’t drinking a glass of
milk,” Gareth said, sitting back in his chair. He was still
the picture of perfect composure, drat the man.

Hyacinth tried to glare at him, but she was fairly cer-
tain she wasn’t able to wipe the humor out of her eyes.

“It would have come out your nose,” he said with a shrug.

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you that’s not the sort of
thing you say to impress a woman?” she asked, once
she’d regained her voice.

“I’'m not trying to impress you,” he replied, glancing
up at the front of the room. “Gads,” he said, blinking in
surprise. “What is that?”

Hyacinth followed his gaze. Several of the Pleinsworth
progeny, one of whom appeared to be costumed as a
shepherdess, were milling about.

“Now that’s an interesting coincidence,” Gareth mur-
mured.

“It might be time to start bleating,” she agreed.

“I thought this was meant to be a poetry recitation.”

Hyacinth grimaced and shook her head. “An unex-
pected change to the program, I'm afraid.”

“From iambic pentameter to Little Bo Peep?” he asked
doubtfully. “It does seem a stretch.”

Hyacinth gave him a rueful look. “I think there will
still be iambic pentameter.”



82 Julia Quinn

His mouth fell open. “From Peep?”

She nodded, holding up the program that had been
resting in her lap. “It’s an original composition,” she
said, as if that would explain everything. “By Harriet
Pleinsworth. The Shepherdess, the Unicorn, and Henry
vII>

“All of them? At once?”

“I’'m not jesting,” she said, shaking her head.

“Of course not. Even you couldn’t have made this up.”

Hyacinth decided to take that as a compliment.

“Why didn’t I receive one of these?” he asked, taking
the program from her.

“I believe it was decided not to hand them out to the
gentlemen,” Hyacinth said, glancing about the room.
“One has to admire Lady Pleinsworth’s foresight, actu-
ally. You’d surely flee if you knew what was in store for
you.”

Gareth twisted in his seat. “Have they locked the doors
yet?”

“No, but your grandmother has already arrived.”

Hyacinth wasn’t sure, but it sounded very much like he
groaned.

“She doesn’t seem to be coming this way,” Hyacinth
added, watching as Lady Danbury took a seat on the
aisle, several rows back.

“Of course not,” Gareth muttered, and Hyacinth knew
he was thinking the same thing she was.

Matchmaker.

Well, it wasn’t as if Lady Danbury had ever been espe-
cially subtle about it.

Hyacinth started to turn back to the front, then halted
when she caught sight of her mother, for whom she’d
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been holding an empty seat to her right. Violet pretended
(rather badly, in Hyacinth’s opinion) not to see her, and
she sat down right next to Lady Danbury.

“Well,” Hyacinth said under her breath. Her mother had
never been known for her subtlety, either, but she would
have thought that after their conversation the previous af-
ternoon, Violet wouldn’t have been quite so obvious.

A few days to reflect upon it all might have been nice.

As it was, Hyacinth had spent the entire past two days
pondering her conversation with her mother. She tried to
think about all the people she had met during her years on
the Marriage Mart. For the most part, she had had a fine
time. She’d said what she wished and made people laugh
and had rather enjoyed being admired for her wit.

But there had been a few people with whom she had
not felt completely comfortable. Not many, but a few.
There had been a gentleman during her first season with
whom she’d been positively tongue-tied. He had been in-
telligent and handsome, and when he’d looked at her, Hy-
acinth had thought her legs might give out. And then just
a year ago her brother Gregory had introduced her to one
of his school friends who, Hyacinth had to admit, had
been dry and sarcastic and more than her match. She’d
told herself she hadn’t liked him, and then she’d told her
mother that she thought he seemed the sort to be unkind
to animals. But the truth was—

Well, she didn’t know what the truth was. She didn’t
know everything, much as she tried to give the impres-
sion otherwise.

But she had avoided those men. She’d said she didn’t
like them, but maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe she just hadn’t
liked herself when she was with them.
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She looked up. Mr. St. Clair was leaning back in his
seat, his face looking a little bit bored, a little bit amused—
that sophisticated and urbane sort of expression men
across London sought to emulate. Mr. St. Clair, she de-
cided, did it better than most.

“You look rather serious for an evening of bovine pen-
tameter,” he remarked.

Hyacinth looked over at the stage in surprise. “Are we
expecting cows as well?”

He handed the small leaflet back to her and sighed.
“I’m preparing myself for the worst.”

Hyacinth smiled. He really was funny. And intelligent.
And very, very handsome, although that had certainly
never been in doubt.

He was, she realized, everything she’d always told her-
self she was looking for in a husband.

Good God.

“Are you all right?” he asked, sitting up quite suddenly.

“Fine,” she croaked. “Why?”

“You looked ...” He cleared his throat. “Well, you
looked . .. ah...I'm sorry. [ can’t say it to a woman.”

“Even one you’re not trying to impress?”’ Hyacinth
quipped. But her voice sounded a little bit strained.

He stared at her for a moment, then said, “Very well.
You looked rather like you were going to be sick.”

“I’'m never sick,” she said, looking resolutely forward.
Gareth St. Clair was not everything she’d ever wanted in
a husband. He couldn’t be. “And I don’t swoon, either,”
she added. “Ever.”

“Now you look angry,” he murmured.

“I’'m not,” she said, and she was rather pleased with
how positively sunny she sounded.
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He had a terrible reputation, she reminded herself. Did
she really wish to align herself with a man who’d had re-
lations with so many women? And unlike most unmar-
ried women, Hyacinth actually knew what “relations”
entailed. Not firsthand, of course, but she’d managed to
wrench the most basic of details from her older married
sisters. And while Daphne, Eloise, and Francesca assured
her it was all very enjoyable with the right sort of hus-
band, it stood to reason that the right sort of husband was
one who remained faithful to one’s wife. Mr. St. Clair, in
contrast, had had relations with scores of women.

Surely such behavior couldn’t be healthy.

And even if “scores” was a bit of an exaggeration, and
the true number was much more modest, how could she
compete? She knew for a fact that his last mistress had
been none other than Maria Bartolomeo, the Italian so-
prano as famed for her beauty as she was for her voice.
Not even her own mother could claim that Hyacinth was
anywhere near as beautiful as that.

How horrible that must be, to enter into one’s wedding
night, knowing that one would suffer by comparison.

“I think it’s beginning.” She heard Mr. St. Clair
sigh.

Footmen were crisscrossing the room, snuffing candles
to dim the light. Hyacinth turned, catching sight of Mr.
St. Clair’s profile. A candelabrum had been left alive over
his shoulder, and in the flickering light his hair appeared
almost streaked with gold. He was wearing his queue, she
thought idly, the only man in the room to do so.

She liked that. She didn’t know why, but she liked it.

“How bad would it be,” she heard him whisper, “if I
ran for the door?”
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“Right now?”” Hyacinth whispered back, trying to ignore
the tingling feeling she got when he leaned in close. “Very
bad.”

He sat back with a sad sigh, then focused on the stage,
giving every appearance of the polite, and only very
slightly bored, gentleman.

But it was only one minute later when Hyacinth heard
it. Soft, and for her ears only:

“Baaa.

“Baaaaaaaaa.”

Ninety mind-numbing minutes later, and sadly, our
hero was right about the cows.

“Do you drink port, Miss Bridgerton?”” Gareth asked,
keeping his eyes on the stage as he stood and applauded
the Pleinsworth children.

“Of course not, but I’ve always wanted to taste it,
why?”

“Because we both deserve a drink.”

He heard her smother a laugh, then say, “Well, the uni-
corn was rather sweet.”

He snorted. The unicorn couldn’t have been more than
ten years old. Which would have been fine, except that
Henry VIII had insisted upon taking an unscripted ride.
“I’'m surprised they didn’t have to call for a surgeon,” he
muttered.

Hyacinth winced. “She did seem to be limping a bit.”

“It was all I could do not to whinny in pain on her be-
half. Good God, who—Oh! Lady Pleinsworth,” Gareth
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said, pasting a smile on his face with what he thought was
admirable speed. “How nice to see you.”

“Mr. St. Clair,” Lady Pleinsworth said effusively. “T'm
so delighted you could attend.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it.”

“And Miss Bridgerton,” Lady Pleinsworth said, clearly
angling for a bit of gossip. “Do I have you to thank for
Mr. St. Clair’s appearance?”

“I’'m afraid his grandmother is to blame,” Hyacinth
replied. “She threatened him with her cane.”

Lady Pleinsworth didn’t seem to know quite how to re-
spond to this, so she turned back to Gareth, clearing her
throat a few times before asking, “Have you met my
daughters?”

Gareth managed not to grimace. This was exactly why
he tried to avoid these things. “Er, no, I don’t believe I've
had the pleasure.”

“The shepherdess,” Lady Pleinsworth said helpfully.

Gareth nodded. “And the unicorn?” he asked with a
smile.

“Yes,” Lady Pleinsworth replied, blinking in confu-
sion, and quite possibly distress, “but she’s a bit young.”

“I'm sure Mr. St. Clair would be delighted to meet
Harriet,” Hyacinth cut in before turning to Gareth with an
explanatory, “The shepherdess.”

“Of course,” he said. “Yes, delighted.”

Hyacinth turned back to Lady Pleinsworth with a smile
that was far too innocent. “Mr. St. Clair is an expert on all
things ovine.”

“Where is my cane when I need it?”” he murmured.

“I beg your pardon?” Lady Pleinsworth said, leaning
forward.
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“I would be honored to meet your daughter,” he said,
since it seemed the only acceptable statement at that
point.

“Wonderful!” Lady Pleinsworth exclaimed, clapping
her hands together. “I know she will be so excited to meet
you.” And then, saying something about needing to see to
the rest of her guests, she was off.

“Don’t look so upset,” Hyacinth said, once it was just
the two of them again. “You’re quite a catch.”

He looked at her assessingly. “Is one meant to say such
things quite so directly?”

She shrugged. “Not to men one is trying to impress.”

“Touché, Miss Bridgerton.”

She sighed happily. “My three favorite words.”

Of that, he had no doubt.

“Tell me, Miss Bridgerton,” he said, “have you begun
to read my grandmother’s diary?”

She nodded. “I was surprised you didn’t ask earlier.”

“Distracted by the shepherdess,” he said, “although
please don’t say as much to her mother. She’d surely take
it the wrong way.”

“Mothers always do,” she agreed, glancing around the
room.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

“Hmmm? Oh, nothing. Just looking.”

“For what?” he persisted.

She turned to him, her eyes wide, unblinking, and star-
tlingly blue. “Nothing in particular. Don’t you like to
know everything that is going on?”

“Only as it pertains to me.”

“Really?” She paused. “I like to know everything.”
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“So I'm gathering. And speaking of which, what have
you learned of the diary?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, brightening before his eyes. It
seemed an odd sort of metaphor, but it was true. Hyacinth
Bridgerton positively sparkled when she had the opportu-
nity to speak with authority. And the strangest thing was,
Gareth thought it rather charming.

“I have only read twelve pages, I'm afraid,” she said.
“My mother required my assistance with her correspon-
dence this afternoon, and I did not have the time I would
have wished to work on it. I didn’t tell her about it, by the
way. I wasn’t sure if it was meant to be a secret.”

Gareth thought of his father, who would probably want
the diary, if only because Gareth had it in his possession.
“It’s a secret,” he said. “At least until I deem otherwise.”

She nodded. “It’s probably best not to say anything un-
til you know what she wrote.”

“What did you find out?”

“Well .. ”

He watched her as she grimaced. “What is it?” he asked.

Both corners of her mouth stretched out and down in
that expression one gets when one is trying not to deliver
bad news. “There’s really no polite way to say it, 'm
afraid,” she said.

“There rarely is, when it comes to my family.”

She eyed him curiously, saying, “She didn’t particu-
larly wish to marry your grandfather.”

“Yes, you said as much this afternoon.”

“No, I mean she really didn’t want to marry him.”

“Smart woman,” he muttered. “The men in my family
are bullheaded idiots.”
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She smiled. Slightly. “Yourself included?”

He should have anticipated that. “You couldn’t resist,
could you?”” he murmured.

“Could you?”

“I imagine not,” he admitted. “What else did she say?”

“Not a great deal more,” Hyacinth told him. “She was
only seventeen at the beginning of the diary. Her parents
forced the match, and she wrote three pages about how
upset she was.”

“Upset?”

She winced. “Well, a bit more than upset, I must say,
but—"

“We’ll leave it at ‘upset.

“Yes,” she agreed, “that’s best.”

“How did they meet?” he asked. “Did she say?”

Hyacinth shook her head. “No. She seems to have be-
gun the journal after their introduction. Although she did
make reference to a party at her uncle’s house, so per-
haps that was it.”

Gareth nodded absently. “My grandfather took a grand
tour,” he said. “They met and married in Italy, but that’s
all I’ve been told.”

“Well, I don’t think he compromised her, if that’s what
you wish to know,” Hyacinth said. “I would think she’d
mention that in her diary.”

He couldn’t resist a little verbal poke. “Would you?”’

“I beg your pardon?”’

“Would you write about it in your diary if someone
compromised you?”’

She blushed, which delighted him. “I don’t keep a di-
ary,” she said.

399
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Oh, he was loving this. “But if youdid . . .”

“But I don’t,” she ground out.

“Coward,” he said softly.

“Would you write all of your secrets down in a diary?”
she countered.

“Of course not,” he said. “If someone found it, that
would hardly be fair to the people I’ve mentioned.”

“People?” she dared.

He flashed her a grin. “Women.”

She blushed again, but it was softer this time, and he
rather doubted she even knew she’d done it. It tinged her
pink, played with the light sprinkling of freckles across
her nose. At this point, most women would have ex-
pressed their outrage, or at least pretended to, but not Hy-
acinth. He watched as her lips pursed slightly—maybe to
hide her embarrassed expression, maybe to bite off a re-
tort, he wasn’t sure which.

And he realized that he was enjoying himself. It was
hard to believe, since he was standing next to a piano
covered with twigs, and he was well aware that he was
going to have to spend the rest of the evening avoiding a
shepherdess and her ambitious mother, but he was enjoy-
ing himself.

“Are you really as bad as they say?”” Hyacinth asked.

He started in surprise. He hadn’t expected that. “No,”
he admitted, “but don’t tell anyone.”

“I didn’t think so,” she said thoughtfully.

Something about her tone scared him. He didn’t want
Hyacinth Bridgerton thinking so hard about him. Be-
cause he had the oddest feeling that if she did, she might
see right through him.
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And he wasn’t sure what she’d find.

“Your grandmother is coming this way,” she said.

“So she is,” he said, glad for the distraction. “Shall we
attempt an escape?”’

“It’s far too late for that,” Hyacinth said, her lips twist-
ing slightly. “She’s got my mother in tow.”

“Gareth!” came his grandmother’s strident voice.

“Grandmother,” he said, gallantly kissing her hand when
she reached his side. “It is always a pleasure to see you.”

“Of course it is,” she replied pertly.

Gareth turned to face an older, slightly fairer, version
of Hyacinth. “Lady Bridgerton.”

“Mr. St. Clair,” said Lady Bridgerton warmly. “It has
been an age.”

“I don’t often attend such recitations,” he said.

“Yes,” Lady Bridgerton said frankly, “your grand-
mother told me she was forced to twist your arm to attend.”

He turned to his grandmother with raised brows. “You
are going to ruin my reputation.”

“You’ve done that all on your own, m’dear boy,” Lady
D said.

“I think what he means,” Hyacinth put in, “is that he’s
not likely to be thought dashing and dangerous if the
world knows how well he dotes upon you.”

A slightly awkward silence fell over the group as Hy-
acinth realized that they had all understood his remark.
Gareth found himself taking pity on her, so he filled the
gap by saying, “I do have another engagement this eve-
ning, however, so I’'m afraid I must take my leave.”

Lady Bridgerton smiled. “We will see you Tuesday
evening, however, yes?”

“Tuesday?” he queried, realizing that Lady Bridger-
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ton’s smile was nowhere near as innocent as it looked.

“My son and his wife are hosting a large ball. I'm sure
you received an invitation.”

Gareth was sure he had, too, but half the time he tossed
them aside without looking at them.

“I promise you,” Lady Bridgerton continued, “there
will be no unicorns.”

Trapped. And by a master, too. “In that case,” he said
politely, “how could I refuse?”

“Excellent. I'm sure Hyacinth will be delighted to see
you.”

“I am quite beside myself with glee,” Hyacinth mur-
mured.

“Hyacinth!” Lady Bridgerton said. She turned to
Gareth. “She doesn’t mean that.”

He turned to Hyacinth. “I’m crushed.”

“Because I’'m beside myself, or because I'm not?” she
queried.

“Whichever you prefer.” Gareth turned to the group at
large. “Ladies,” he murmured.

“Don’t forget the shepherdess,” Hyacinth said, her
smile sweet and just a little bit wicked. “You did promise
her mother.”

Damn. He’d forgotten. He glanced across the room.
Little Bo Peep had begun to point her crook in his direc-
tion, and Gareth had the unsettling feeling that if he got
close enough, she might loop it round and reel him in.

“Aren’t the two of you friends?” he asked Hyacinth.

“Oh, no,” she said. “I hardly know her.”

“Wouldn’t you like to meet her?” he ground out.

She tapped her finger against her jaw. “I ... No.” She
smiled blandly. “But I will watch you from afar.”
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“Traitor,” he murmured, brushing past her on the way
to the shepherdess.

And for the rest of the night, he couldn’t quite forget
the smell of her perfume.

Or maybe it was the soft sound of her chuckle.

Or maybe it was neither of those things. Maybe it was
just her.
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The following Tuesday, in the ballroom at Bridger-
ton House. The candles are lit, music fills the air,
and the night seems made for romance
But not, bowever, for Hyacinth, who is learning
that friends can be just as vexing as family
Sometimes more so.

iM#777  “Do you know whom I think you should
marry" I think you should marry Gareth St. Clair.”

Hyacinth looked at Felicity Albansdale, her closest
friend, with an expression that hovered somewhere be-
tween disbelief and alarm. She absolutely, positively, was
not prepared to say that she should marry Gareth St.
Clair, but on the other hand, she had begun to wonder if
perhaps she ought to give it just a touch of consideration.

But still, was she so transparent?

“You’re mad,” she said, since she wasn’t about to tell
anyone that she might be developing a bit of a fendre for
the man. She didn’t like to do anything if she didn’t do it
well, and she had a sinking feeling that she did not know
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how to pursue a man with anything resembling grace or
dignity.

“Not at all,” Felicity said, eyeing the gentleman in
question from across the ballroom. “He would be perfect
for you.”

As Hyacinth had spent the last several days thinking of
nothing but Gareth, his grandmother, and his other grand-
mother’s diary, she had no choice but to say, “Nonsense. I
hardly know the man.”

“No one does,” Felicity said. “He’s an enigma.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Hyacinth muttered.
Enigma sounded far too romantic, and—

“Of course he is,” Felicity said, cutting into her thoughts.
“What do we know about him? Nothing. Ergo—"

“Ergo nothing,” Hyacinth said. “And I'm certainly not
going to marry him.”

“Well, you have to marry somebody,” Felicity said.

“This is what happens when people get married,” Hy-
acinth said disgustedly. “All they want is to see everyone
else married.”

Felicity, who had wed Geoffrey Albansdale six months
earlier, just shrugged. “It’s a noble goal.”

Hyacinth glanced back at Gareth, who was dancing
with the very lovely, very blond, and very petite Jane
Hotchkiss. He appeared to be hanging on her every word.

“I am not,” she said, turning to Felicity with renewed
determination, “setting my cap for Gareth St. Clair.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Felicity
said airily.

Hyacinth gritted her teeth. “The lady protested twice.”

“If you stop to think about it—"
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“Which I won’t do,” Hyacinth interjected.

“—you’ll see that he is a perfect match.”

“And how is that?” Hyacinth asked, even though she
knew it would only encourage Felicity.

Felicity turned to her friend and looked her squarely in
the eye. “He is the only person I can think of who you
wouldn’t—or rather, couldn’t—run into the ground.”

Hyacinth looked at her for a long moment, feeling un-
accountably stung. “I am unsure of whether to be compli-
mented by that.”

“Hyacinth!” Felicity exclaimed. ““You know I meant no
insult. For heaven’s sake, what is the matter with you?”

“It’s nothing,” Hyacinth mumbled. But between this con-
versation and the one the previous week with her mother, she
was beginning to wonder how, exactly, the world saw her.

Because she wasn’t so certain it corresponded with
how she saw herself.

“I wasn’t saying that [ want you to change,” Felicity said,
taking Hyacinth’s hand in a gesture of friendship. “Good-
ness, no. Just that you need someone who can keep up with
you. Even you must confess that most people can’t.”

“I'm sorry,” Hyacinth said, giving her head a little
shake. “I overreacted. I just...I haven’t felt quite like
myself the last few days.”

And it was true. She hid it well, or at least she thought
she did, but inside, she was in a bit of a turmoil. It was that
talk with her mother. No, it was that talk with Mr. St. Clair.

No, it was everything. Everything all at once. And she
was left feeling as if she wasn’t quite sure who she was
anymore, which was almost impossible to bear.

“It’s probably a sniffle,” Felicity said, looking back out
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at the ballroom floor. “Everyone seems to have one this
week.”

Hyacinth didn’t contradict her. It would have been nice
if it was just a sniffle.

“I know you are friendly with him,” Felicity continued.
“I heard you sat together at both the Smythe-Smith musi-
cale and the Pleinsworth poetry recitation.”

“It was a play,” Hyacinth said absently. “They changed
it at the last moment.”

“Even worse. I would have thought you’d have man-
aged to get out of attending at least one.”

“They weren’t so awful.”

“Because you were sitting next to Mr. St. Clair,” Felic-
ity said with a sly smile.

“You are terrible,” Hyacinth said, refusing to look at her.
If she did, Felicity was sure to see the truth in her eyes. Hy-
acinth was a good liar, but not that good, and not with Fe-
licity.

And the worst of it was—she could hear herself in Fe-
licity’s words. How many times had she teased Felicity in
the very same way before Felicity had married? A dozen?
More?

“You should dance with him,” Felicity said.

Hyacinth kept her eyes on the ballroom floor. “I can’t
do anything if he does not ask.”

“Of course he’ll ask. You have only to stand on the
other side of the room, where he is more likely to see
you.”

“I’m not going to chase him.”

Felicity’s smile spread across her face. “You do like
him! Oh, this is lovely! I have never seen—"

“I don’t like him,” Hyacinth cut in. And then, because
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she realized how juvenile that sounded, and that Felicity
would never believe her, she added, “T merely think that
perhaps I ought to see if I might like him.”

“Well, that’s more than you’ve ever said about any
other gentleman,” Felicity pointed out. “And you have
no need to chase him. He wouldn’t dare ignore you. You
are the sister of his host, and besides, wouldn’t his
grandmother take him to task if he didn’t ask you to
dance?”

“Thank you for making me feel like such a prize.”

Felicity chuckled. “I have never seen you like this, and
I must say, I'm enjoying it tremendously.”

“I'm glad one of us is,” Hyacinth grumbled, but her
words were lost under the sharp sound of Felicity’s gasp.

“What is it?” Hyacinth asked.

Felicity tilted her head slightly to the left, motioning
across the room. “His father,” she said in a low voice.

Hyacinth turned around sharply, not even trying to
conceal her interest. Good heavens, Lord St. Clair was
here. All of London knew that father and son did not
speak, but invitations to parties were still issued to both.
The St. Clair men seemed to have a remarkable talent for
not appearing where the other might be, and so hostesses
were generally spared the embarrassment of having them
attend the same function.

But obviously, something had gone wrong this evening.

Did Gareth know his father was there? Hyacinth
looked quickly back to the dance floor. He was laughing
at something Miss Hotchkiss was saying. No, he didn’t
know. Hyacinth had witnessed him with his father once.
It had been from across the room, but there had been no
mistaking the strained expression on his face.
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Or the way both had stormed off to separate exits.

Hyacinth watched as Lord St. Clair glanced around the
room. His eyes settled on his son, and his entire face
hardened.

“What are you going to do?” Felicity whispered.

Do? Hyacinth’s lips parted as she glanced from Gareth
to his father. Lord St. Clair, still unaware of her regard,
turned on his heel and walked out, possibly in the direc-
tion of the card room.

But there was no guarantee he wouldn’t be back.

“You’re going to do something, aren’t you?” Felicity
pressed. “You have to.”

Hyacinth was fairly certain that wasn’t true. She had
never done anything before. But now it was different.
Gareth was . . . Well, she supposed he was her friend, in
a strange, unsettling sort of way. And she did need to
speak with him. She’d spent the entire morning and
most of the afternoon in her room, translating his grand-
mother’s diary. Surely he would wish to know what she
had learned.

And if she managed to prevent an altercation in the pro-
cess . .. Well, she was always happy to be the heroine of
the day, even if no one but Felicity would be aware of it.

“I will ask him to dance,” Hyacinth announced.

“You will?” Felicity asked, eyes bugging out. Hyacinth
was certainly known as An Original, but even she had
never dared to ask a gentleman to dance.

“I shan’t make a big scene about it,” Hyacinth said.
“No one will know but Mr. St. Clair. And you.”

“And whoever happens to be standing next to him. And
whomever they tell, and whoever—”
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“Do you know what is nice about friendships as long-
standing as ours?”” Hyacinth interrupted.

Felicity shook her head.

“You won’t take permanent offense when I turn my
back and walk away.”

And then Hyacinth did just that.

But the drama of her exit was considerably dimin-
ished when she heard Felicity chuckle and say, “Good
luck!”

Thirty seconds later. It doesn't take very long to
cross a ballroom, after all.

Gareth had always liked Jane Hotchkiss. Her sister was
married to his cousin, and as a result they saw each other
from time to time at Grandmother Danbury’s house. More
importantly, he knew he could ask her to dance without her
wondering if there was some sort of ulterior matrimonial
purpose.

But on the other hand—she knew him well. Or at least
well enough to know when he was acting out of character.

“What are you looking for?” she asked, as their
quadrille was drawing to a close.

“Nothing,” he answered.

“Very well,” she said, her pale blond brows coming to-
gether in a slightly exasperated expression. “Who are you
looking for, then? And don’t say no one, because you
have been craning your neck throughout the dance.”

He swung his head around so that his gaze was firmly
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fixed on her face. “Jane,” he said, “your imagination knows
no bounds.”

“Now I know you’re lying.”

She was right, of course. He’d been looking for Hy-
acinth Bridgerton since he had walked through the door
twenty minutes earlier. He’d thought he caught sight of her
before he’d stumbled upon Jane, but it had turned out to be
one of her numerous sisters. All the Bridgertons looked
devilishly alike. From across the room, they were practi-
cally indistinguishable.

As the orchestra played the last notes of their dance,
Gareth took Jane’s arm and led her to the side of the room.
“I would never lie to you, Jane,” he said, giving her a jaunty
half smile.

“Of course you would,” she returned. “And anyway,
it’s as obvious as day. Your eyes give you away. The only
time they ever look serious is when you’re lying.”

“That can’t be—"

“It’s true,” she said. “Trust me. Oh, good evening, Miss
Bridgerton.”

Gareth turned sharply to see Hyacinth, standing before
them like a vision in blue silk. She looked especially
lovely this evening. She’d done something different with
her hair. He wasn’t sure what; he was rarely observant
enough to notice such minutiae. But it was altered some-
how. It must have framed her face differently, because
something about her didn’t look quite the same.

Maybe it was her eyes. They looked determined, even
for Hyacinth.

“Miss Hotchkiss,” Hyacinth said with a polite nod.
“How lovely to see you again.”
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Jane smiled warmly. “Lady Bridgerton always hosts
such lovely parties. Please convey my regards.”

“I shall. Kate is just over there by the champagne,”
Hyacinth said, referring to her sister-in-law, the current
Lady Bridgerton. “In case you wished to tell her your-
self.”

Gareth felt his eyebrows rise. Whatever Hyacinth was
up to, she wanted to speak with him alone.

“I see,” Jane murmured. “T had best go speak with her,
then. I wish you both a pleasant evening.”

“Smart girl,” Hyacinth said, once they were alone.

“You weren’t exactly subtle,” Gareth said.

“No,” she replied, “but then, I rarely am. It’s a skill one
must be born with, I’m afraid.”

He smiled. “Now that you have me all to yourself, what
do you wish to do with me?”

“Don’t you wish to hear about your grandmother’s
diary?”

“Of course,” he said.

“Shall we dance?” she suggested.

“You’re asking me?” He rather liked this.

She scowled at him.

“Ah, there is the real Miss Bridgerton,” he teased.
“Shining through like a surly—"

“Would you care to dance with me?” she ground out,
and he realized with surprise that this wasn’t easy for her.
Hyacinth Bridgerton, who almost never gave the impres-
sion of being at odds with anything she did, was scared to
ask him to dance.

How fun.

“I’d be delighted,” he said immediately. “May I guide
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you onto the floor, or is that a privilege reserved for the
one doing the asking?”

“You may lead,” she said, with all the hauteur of a queen.

But when they reached the floor, she seemed a little
less sure of herself. And though she hid it quite well, her
eyes were flicking around the room.

“Who are you looking for?” Gareth asked, letting out
an amused snuff of air as he realized he was echoing
Jane’s exact words to him.

“No one,” Hyacinth said quickly. She snapped her gaze
back to his with a suddenness that almost made him
dizzy. “What is so amusing?”

“Nothing,” he countered, “and you were most certainly
looking for someone, although I will compliment you on
your ability to make it seem like you weren’t.”

“That’s because I wasn’t,” she said, dipping into an el-
egant curtsy as the orchestra began the first strains of a
waltz.

“You’re a good liar, Hyacinth Bridgerton,” he mur-
mured, taking her into his arms, “but not quite as good as
you think you are.”

Music began to float through the air, a soft, delicate
tune in three-four time. Gareth had always enjoyed danc-
ing, particularly with an attractive partner, but it became
apparent with the first—no, one must be fair, probably not
until the sixth—step that this would be no ordinary waltz.

Hyacinth Bridgerton, he was quite amused to note, was
a clumsy dancer.

Gareth couldn’t help but smile.

He didn’t know why he found this so entertaining.
Maybe it was because she was so capable in everything
else she did; he’d heard that she’d recently challenged a
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young man to a horse race in Hyde Park and won. And he
was quite certain that if she ever found someone willing
to teach her to fence, she’d soon be skewering her oppo-
nents through the heart.

But when it came to dancing . . .

He should have known she’d try to lead.

“Tell me, Miss Bridgerton,” he said, hoping that a spot
of conversation might distract her, since it always seemed
that one danced with more grace when one wasn’t think-
ing quite so hard about it. “How far along are you with
the diary?”

“I’ve only managed ten pages since we last spoke,” she
said. “It might not seem like much—"

“It seems like quite a lot,” he said, exerting a bit more
pressure on the small of her back. A little more, and
maybe he could force . . . her...toturn. ..

Left.

Phew.

It was quite the most exerting waltz he’d ever danced.

“Well, 'm not fluent,” she said. “As I told you. So it’s
taking me much longer than if I could just sit down and
read it like a book.”

“You don’t need to make excuses,” he said, wrenching
her to the right.

She stepped on his toe, which he ordinarily would have
taken as retaliation, but under the present circumstances,
he rather thought it was accidental.

“Sorry,” she muttered, her cheeks turning pink. “I’'m
not usually so clumsy.”

He bit his lip. He couldn’t possibly laugh at her. It
would break her heart. Hyacinth Bridgerton, he was com-
ing to realize, didn’t like to do anything if she didn’t do it



106 Julia Quinn

well. And he suspected that she had no idea that she was
such an abysmal dancer, not if she took the toe-stomping
as such an aberration.

It also explained why she felt the need to continually
remind him that she wasn’t fluent in Italian. She couldn’t
possibly bear for him to think she was slow without a
good reason.

“I’ve had to make a list of words I don’t know,” she
said. “I’'m going to send them by post to my former gov-
erness. She still resides in Kent, and I’'m sure she’ll be
happy to translate them for me. But even so—"

She grunted slightly as he swung her to the left, some-
what against her will.

“Even so,” she continued doggedly, “I’m able to work
out most of the meaning. It’s remarkable what you can
deduce with only three-quarters of the total.”

“I’m sure,” he commented, mostly because some sort of
agreement seemed to be required. Then he asked, “Why
don’t you purchase an Italian dictionary? I will assume the
expense.”

“I have one,” she said, “but I don’t think it’s very good.
Half the words are missing.”

“Half?”

“Well, some,” she amended. “But truly, that’s not the
problem.”

He blinked, waiting for her to continue.

She did. Of course. “I don’t think Italian is the author’s
native tongue,” she said.

“The author of the dictionary?” he queried.

“Yes. It’s not terribly idiomatic.” She paused, appar-
ently deep in whatever odd thoughts were racing through
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her mind. Then she gave a little shrug—which caused her
to miss a step in the waltz, not that she noticed—and con-
tinued with, “It’s really of no matter. I'm making fair
progress, even if it is a bit slow. I’'m already up to her ar-
rival in England.”

“In just ten pages?”

“Twenty-two in total,” Hyacinth corrected, “but she
doesn’t make entries every day. In fact, she often skips
several weeks at a time. She only devoted one paragraph
to the sea crossing—just enough to express her delight
that your grandfather was afflicted by seasickness.”

“One must take one’s happiness where one can,’
Gareth murmured.

Hyacinth nodded. “And also, she, ah, declined to men-
tion her wedding night.”

“I believe we may consider that a small blessing,”
Gareth said. The only wedding night he wanted to hear
about less than Grandmother St. Clair’s would have to be
Grandmother Danbury’s.

Good God, that would send him right over the edge.

“What has you looking so pained?” Hyacinth asked.

He just shook his head. “There are some things one
should never know about one’s grandparents.”

Hyacinth grinned at that.

Gareth’s breath caught for a moment, then he found
himself grinning back. There was something infectious
about Hyacinth’s smiles, something that forced her com-
panions to stop what they were doing, even what they
were thinking, and just smile back.

When Hyacinth smiled—when she really smiled, not
one of those faux half smiles she did when she was trying
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to be clever—it transformed her face. Her eyes lit, her
cheeks seemed to glow, and—

And she was beautiful.

Funny how he’d never noticed it before. Funny how no
one had noticed it. Gareth had been out and about in Lon-
don since she’d made her nod several years earlier, and
while he’d never heard anyone speak of her looks in an
uncomplimentary manner, nor had he heard anyone call
her beautiful.

He wondered if perhaps everyone was so busy trying to
keep up with whatever it was she was saying to stop and
actually look at her face.

“Mr. St. Clair? Mr. St. Clair?”

He glanced down. She was looking up at him with an
impatient expression, and he wondered how many times
she’d uttered his name.

“Under the circumstances,” he said, “you might as well
use my given name.”

She nodded approvingly. “A fine idea. You may of
course use mine as well.”

“Hyacinth,” he said. “It suits you.”

“It was my father’s favorite flower,” she explained.
“Grape hyacinths. They bloom like mad in spring near
our home in Kent. The first to show color every year.”

“And the exact color of your eyes,” Gareth said.

“A happy coincidence,” she admitted.

“He must have been delighted.”

“He never knew,” she said, looking away. “He died be-
fore my birth.”

“I'm sorry,” Gareth said quietly. He did not know the
Bridgertons well, but unlike the St. Clairs, they seemed to
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actually like each other. “I knew he had passed on some
time ago, but I was not aware that you never knew him.”

“It shouldn’t matter,” she said softly. “I shouldn’t
miss what I never had, but sometimes ... I must con-
fess...Ido.”

He chose his words carefully. “It’s difficult . . . I think,
not to know one’s father.”

She nodded, looking down, then over his shoulder. It
was odd, he thought, but still somewhat endearing that
she didn’t wish to look at him during such a moment.
Thus far their conversations had been all sly jokes and
gossip. This was the first time they had ever said anything
of substance, anything that truly revealed the person be-
neath the ready wit and easy smile.

She kept her eyes fixed on something behind him, even
after he’d expertly twirled her to the left. He couldn’t
help but smile. She was a much better dancer now that
she was distracted.

And then she turned back, her gaze settling on his face
with considerable force and determination. She was
ready for a change of subject. It was clear.

“Would you like to hear the remainder of what I've
translated?” she inquired.

“Of course,” he said.

“I believe the dance is ending,” she said. “But it looks
as if there is a bit of room over there.” Hyacinth motioned
with her head to the far corner of the ballroom, where
several chairs had been set up for those with weary feet.
“I am sure we could manage a few moments of privacy
without anyone intruding.”

The waltz drew to a close, and Gareth took a step back
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and gave her a small bow. “Shall we?” he murmured,
holding out his arm so that she might settle her hand in
the crook of his elbow.

She nodded, and this time, he let her lead.
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Ten minutes later, and our scene bas moved to the ball.

they were hot and crowded, and much as he enjoyed
dancing, he’d found that he usually spent the bulk of his
time making idle conversation with people in whom he
wasn’t particularly interested. But, he thought as he made
his way into the side hall of Bridgerton House, he was
having a fine time this evening.

After his dance with Hyacinth, they had moved to the
corner of the ballroom, where she’d informed him of her
work with the diary. Despite her excuses, she had made
good progress, and had in fact just reached the point of
Isabella’s arrival in England. It had not been auspicious.
His grandmother had slipped while exiting the small
dinghy that had carried her to shore, and thus her first
connection with British soil had been her bottom against
the wet sludge of the Dover shore.

Her new husband, of course, hadn’t lifted a hand to
help her.

Gareth shook his head. It was a wonder she hadn’t
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turned tail and run back to Italy right then. Of course, ac-
cording to Hyacinth, there wasn’t much waiting for her
there, either. Isabella had repeatedly begged her parents
not to make her marry an Englishman, but they had in-
sisted, and it did not sound as if they would have been
particularly welcoming if she had run back home.

But there was only so long he could spend in a some-
what secluded corner of the ballroom with an unmarried
lady without causing talk, and so once Hyacinth had fin-
ished the tale, he had bid her farewell and handed her off
to the next gentleman on her dance card.

His objectives for the evening accomplished (greeting
his hostess, dancing with Hyacinth, discerning her progress
with the diary), he decided he might as well leave alto-
gether. The night was still reasonably young; there was no
reason he couldn’t go to his club or a gambling hell.

Or, he thought with a bit more anticipation, he hadn’t
seen his mistress in some time. Well, not a mistress, ex-
actly. Gareth hadn’t enough money to keep a woman like
Maria in the style to which she was accustomed, but luck-
ily one of her previous gentlemen had given her a neat lit-
tle house in Bloomsbury, eliminating the need for Gareth
to do the same. Since he wasn’t paying her bills, she felt
no need to remain faithful, but that hardly signified, since
he didn’t, either.

And it had been a while. It seemed the only woman
he’d spent any time with lately was Hyacinth, and the
Lord knew he couldn’t dally there.

Gareth murmured his farewells to a few acquaintances
near the ballroom door, then slipped out into the hall. It
was surprisingly empty, given the number of people at-
tending the party. He started to walk toward the front of
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the house, but then stopped. It was a long way to Blooms-
bury, especially in a hired hack, which was what he was
going to need to use, since he’d gained a ride over with
his grandmother. The Bridgertons had set aside a room in
the back for gentlemen to see to their needs. Gareth de-
cided to make use of it.

He turned around and retraced his steps, then by-
passed the ballroom door and headed farther down the
hall. A couple of laughing gentlemen stepped out as he
reached the door, and Gareth nodded his greetings be-
fore entering.

It was one of those two-room chambers, with a small
waiting area outside an inner sanctum to afford a bit
more privacy. The door to the second room was closed,
so Gareth whistled softly to himself as he waited his
turn.

He loved to whistle.

My bonnie lies over the ocean . . .

He always sang the words to himself as he whistled.

My bonnie lies over the sea. . . .

Half the songs he whistled had words he couldn’t very
well sing aloud, anyway.

My bonnie lies over the ocean . . .

“I should have known it was you.”

Gareth froze, finding himself face-to-face with his fa-
ther, who, he realized, had been the person for whom he
had been waiting so patiently to relieve himself.

“So bring back my bonnie to me,” Gareth sang out
loudly, giving the final word a nice, dramatic flourish.

He watched his father’s jaw set into an uncomfortable
line. The baron hated singing even more than he did
whistling.
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“I’'m surprised they let you in,” Lord St. Clair said, his
voice deceptively placid.

Gareth shrugged insolently. “Funny how one’s blood
remains so conveniently hidden inside, even when it’s
not quite blue.” He gave the older man a game smile.
“All of the world thinks I am yours. Is that not just the
most—"

“Stop,” the baron hissed. “Good God, it’s enough just
to look at you. Listening makes me ill.”

“Strangely enough, I remain unbothered.”

But inside, Gareth could feel himself beginning to
change. His heart was beating faster, and his chest had
taken on a strange, shaky feeling. He felt unfocused, rest-
less, and it took all of his self-control to hold his arms
still at his sides.

One would think he’d have grown used to this, but
every time, it took him by surprise. He always told him-
self that this would be the time he would see his father
and it just wouldn’t matter, but no . . .

It always did.

And Lord St. Clair wasn’t even really his father. That
was the true rub. The man had the ability to turn him into
an immature idiot, and he wasn’t even really his father.
Gareth had told himself, time and again, that it didn’t
matter. He didn’t matter. They weren’t related by blood,
and the baron should not mean any more to him than a
stranger on the street.

But he did. Gareth didn’t want his approval; he’d long
since given up on that, and besides, why would he want
approbation from a man he didn’t even respect?

It was something else. Something much harder to de-
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fine. He saw the baron and he suddenly had to assert him-
self, to make his presence known.

To make his presence felt.

He had to bother the man. Because the Lord knew, the
man bothered him.

He felt this way whenever he saw him. Or at least when
they were forced into conversation. And Gareth knew that
he had to end the contact now, before he did something he
might regret.

Because he always did. Every time he swore to himself
that he would learn, that he’d be more mature, but then it
happened again. He saw his father, and he was fifteen
again, all smirky smiles and bad behavior.

But this time he was going to try. He was in Bridgerton
House, for God’s sake, and the least he could do was try
to avoid a scene.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said, trying to brush past him.

But Lord St. Clair stepped to the side, forcing their
shoulders to collide. “She won’t have you, you know,” he
said, chuckling under the words.

Gareth held himself very still. “What are you talking
about?”

“The Bridgerton chit. I saw you panting after her.”

For a moment Gareth didn’t move. He hadn’t even re-
alized his father had been in the ballroom. Which both-
ered him. Not that it should have done. Hell, he should
have been whooping with joy that he’d finally managed
to enjoy an event without being needled by Lord St.
Clair’s presence.

But instead he just felt somehow deceived. As if the
baron had been hiding from him.
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Spying on him.

“Nothing to say?” the baron taunted.

Gareth just lifted a brow as he looked through the open
door to the chamber pot. “Not unless you wish me to aim
from here,” he drawled.

The baron turned, saw what he meant, then said dis-
gustedly, “You would do it, too.”

“You know, I believe I would,” Gareth said. Hadn’t re-
ally occurred to him until that moment—his comment
had been more of a threat than anything else—but he
might be willing to engage in a bit of crude behavior if it
meant watching his father’s veins nearly burst with fury.

“You are revolting.”

“You raised me.”

A direct hit. The baron seethed visibly before he shot
back with, “Not because I wanted to. And I certainly
never dreamed I would have to pass the title on to you.”

Gareth held his tongue. He would say a lot of things to
anger his father, but he would not make light of his
brother’s death. Ever.

“George must be spinning in his grave,” Lord St. Clair
said in a low voice.

And Gareth snapped. One moment he was standing in
the middle of the small room, his arms hanging stiffly at
his sides, and the next he had his father pinned up against
the wall, one hand on his shoulder, the other at his throat.

“He was my brother,” Gareth hissed.

The baron spit in his face. “He was my son.”

Gareth’s lungs were beginning to shake. It felt as if he
couldn’t get enough air. “He was my brother,” he re-
peated, putting every ounce of his will into keeping his



It’s In His Kiss 117

voice even. “Maybe not through you, but through our
mother. And I loved him.”

And somehow the loss felt all the more severe. He had
mourned George since the day he’d died, but right now it
felt like a big, gaping hole was yawning within him, and
Gareth didn’t know how to fill it.

He was down to one person now. Just his grandmother.
Just one person he could honestly say he loved.

And loved him in return.

He hadn’t realized this before. Maybe he hadn’t
wanted to. But now, standing here with the man he’d al-
ways called Father, even after he’d learned the truth, he
realized just how alone he was.

And he was disgusted with himself. With his behavior,
with what he became in the baron’s presence.

Abruptly, he let go, backing up as he watched the
baron catch his breath.

Gareth’s own breathing wasn’t so steady, either.

He should go. He needed to get out, away, be anywhere
but here.

“You’ll never have her, you know,” came his father’s
mocking voice.

Gareth had taken a step toward the door. He hadn’t
even realized he’d moved until the baron’s words caused
him to freeze.

“Miss Bridgerton,” his father clarified.

“I don’t want Miss Bridgerton,” Gareth said carefully.

This made the baron laugh. “Of course you do. She is
everything you’re not. Everything you could never hope
to be.”

Gareth forced himself to relax, or at least give the ap-
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pearance of it. “Well, for one thing,” he said with the
cocky little smile he knew his father hated, “she’s female.”

His father sneered at his feeble attempt at humor. “She
will never marry you.”

“I don’t recall asking her.”

“Bah. You’ve been lapping at her heels all week.
Everyone’s been commenting on it.”

Gareth knew that his uncharacteristic attention paid to
a proper young lady had raised a few eyebrows, but he
also knew that the gossip wasn’t anywhere near what his
father intimated.

Still, it gave him a sick sort of satisfaction to know that
his father was as obsessed with him and his doings as the
other way around.

“Miss Bridgerton is a good friend of my grand-
mother’s,” Gareth said lightly, enjoying the slight curl of
his father’s lip at the mention of Lady Danbury. They had
always hated each other, and when they’d still spoken,
Lady D had never ceded the upper hand. She was the wife
of an earl, and Lord St. Clair a mere baron, and she never
allowed him to forget it.

“Of course she’s a friend of the countess,” the baron
said, recovering quickly. “I’'m sure it’s why she tolerates
your attentions.”

“You would have to ask Miss Bridgerton,” Gareth said
lightly, trying to brush off the topic as inconsequential.
He certainly wasn’t about to reveal that Hyacinth was
translating Isabella’s diary. Lord St. Clair would probably
demand that he hand it over, and that was one thing
Gareth absolutely did not intend to do.

And it wasn’t just because it meant that he possessed
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something his father might desire. Gareth truly wanted to
know what secrets lay in the delicate handwritten pages.
Or maybe there were no secrets, just the daily monotony
of a noblewoman married to a man she did not love.

Either way, he wanted to hear what she’d had to say.

So he held his tongue.

“You can try,” Lord St. Clair said softly, “but they will
never have you. Blood runs true. It always does.”

“What do you mean by that?” Gareth asked, his tone
carefully even. It was always difficult to tell whether his
father was threatening him or just expounding upon his
most favorite of subjects—bloodlines and nobility.

Lord St. Clair crossed his arms. “The Bridgertons,” he
said. “They will never allow her to marry you, even if she
is foolish enough to fancy herself in love with you.”

“She doesn’t—"

“You’re uncouth,” the baron burst out. “You're
stupid—"

It shot out of his mouth before he could stop himself:
“I am not—"

“You behave stupidly,” the baron cut in, “and you’re
certainly not good enough for a Bridgerton girl. They’ll
see through you soon enough.”

Gareth forced himself to get his breathing under con-
trol. The baron loved to provoke him, loved to say things
that would make Gareth protest like a child.

“In some ways,” Lord St. Clair continued, a slow, self-
satisfied smile spreading across his face, “it’s an interest-
ing question.”

Gareth just stared at him, too angry to give him the sat-
isfaction of asking what he meant.
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“Who, pray tell,” the baron mused, “is your father?”

Gareth caught his breath. It was the first time the baron
had ever come out and asked it so directly. He’d called
Gareth a by-blow, he’d called him a mongrel and a mangy
whelp. And he had called Gareth’s mother plenty of
other, even less flattering things. But he’d never actually
come out and pondered the question of Gareth’s paternity.

And it made him wonder—had he learned the truth?

“You’d know better than I,” Gareth said softly.

The moment was electric, with silence rocking the air.
Gareth didn’t breathe, would have stopped his heart from
beating if he could have done, but in the end all Lord St.
Clair said was, “Your mother wouldn’t say.”

Gareth eyed him warily. His father’s voice was still
laced with bitterness, but there was something else there,
too, a certain probing, testing quality. Gareth realized
that the baron was feeling him out, trying to see if Gareth
had learned something of his paternity.

“It’s eating you alive,” Gareth said, unable to keep
from smiling. “She wanted someone else more than you,
and it’s killing you, even after all these years.”

For a moment he thought the baron might strike him,
but at the last minute, Lord St. Clair stepped back, his
arms stiff at his sides. “I didn’t love your mother,” he said.

“I never thought you had,” Gareth replied. It had never
been about love. It had been about pride. With the baron,
it was always about pride.

“I want to know,” Lord St. Clair said in a low voice. “I
want to know who it was, and I will give you the satisfac-
tion of admitting to that desire. I have never forgiven her
for her sins. But you...you...” He laughed, and the
sound shivered right into Gareth’s soul.
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“You are her sins,” the baron said. He laughed again,
the sound growing more chilling by the second. “You’ll
never know. You will never know whose blood passes
through your veins. And you’ll never know who didn’t
love you well enough to claim you.”

Gareth’s heart stopped.

The baron smiled. “Think about that the next time
you ask Miss Bridgerton to dance. You're probably
nothing more than the son of a chimney sweep.” He
shrugged, the motion purposefully disdainful. “Maybe a
footman. We always did have strapping young footmen
at Clair Hall.”

Gareth almost slapped him. He wanted to. By God, he
itched to, and it took more restraint than he’d ever known
he possessed not to do it, but somehow he managed to re-
main still.

“You’re nothing but a mongrel,” Lord St. Clair said,
walking to the door. “That’s all you’ll ever be.”

“Yes, but I'm your mongrel,” Gareth said, smiling cru-
elly. “Born in wedlock, even if not by your seed.” He
stepped forward, until they were nearly nose to nose.
“I'm yours.”

The baron swore and moved away, grasping the door-
knob with shaking fingers.

“Doesn’t it just slay you?”

“Don’t attempt to be better than you are,” the baron
hissed. “It’s too painful to watch you try.”

And then, before Gareth could get in the last word, the
baron stormed out of the room.

For several seconds Gareth didn’t move. It was as if
something in his body recognized the need for absolute
stillness, as if a single motion might cause him to shatter.
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And then—

His arms pumped madly through the air, his fingers
curling into furious claws. He clamped his teeth together
to keep from screaming, but sounds emerged all the
same, low and guttural.

Wounded.

He hated this. Dear God, why?

Why why why?

Why did the baron still have this sort of power over
him? He wasn’t his father. He’d never been his father, and
damn it all, Gareth should have been glad for that.

And he was. When he was in his right mind, when he
could think clearly, he was.

But when they were face-to-face, and the baron was
whispering all of Gareth’s secret fears, it didn’t matter.

There was nothing but pain. Nothing but the little boy
inside, trying and trying and trying, always wondering
why he was never quite good enough.

“I need to leave,” Gareth muttered, crashing through
the door into the hall. He needed to leave, to get away, to
not be with people.

He wasn’t fit company. Not for any of the reasons his
father said, but still, he was likely to—

“Mr. St. Clair!”

He looked up.

Hyacinth.

She was standing in the hall, alone. The light from the
candles seemed to leap against her hair, bringing out rich
red undertones. She looked lovely, and she somehow
looked . . . complete.

Her life was full, he realized. She might not have been
married, but she had her family.
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She knew who she was. She knew where she belonged.

And he had never felt more jealous of another human
being than he did in that moment.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He didn’t say anything, but that never stopped Hy-
acinth. “I saw your father,” she said softly. “Down the hall.
He looked angry, and then he saw me, and he laughed.”

Gareth’s fingernails bit into his palms.

“Why would he laugh?” Hyacinth asked. “I hardly
know the man, and—"

He had been staring at a spot past her shoulder, but her
silence made his eyes snap back to her face.

“Mr. St. Clair?” she asked softly. “Are you sure there is
nothing wrong?” Her brow was crinkled with concern,
the kind one couldn’t fake, then she added, more softly,
“Did he say something to upset you?”

His father was right about one thing. Hyacinth Bridger-
ton was good. She may have been vexing, managing, and
often annoying as hell, but inside, where it counted, she
was good.

And he heard his father’s voice.

You’ll never have her.

You’re not good enough for her.

You’ll never—

Mongrel. Mongrel. Mongrel.

He looked at her, really looked at her, his eyes sweep-
ing from her face to her shoulders, laid bare by the se-
ductive décolletage of her dress. Her breasts weren’t
large, but they’d been pushed up, surely by some contrap-
tion meant to tease and entice, and he could see the barest
hint of her cleavage, peeking out at the edge of the mid-
night blue silk.



124 Julia Quinn

“Gareth?” she whispered.

She’d never called him by his given name before. He’d
told her she could, but she hadn’t yet done so. He was
quite certain of that.

He wanted to touch her.

No, he wanted to consume her.

He wanted to use her, to prove to himself that he was
every bit as good and worthy as she was, and maybe just
to show his father that he did belong, that he wouldn’t
corrupt every soul he touched.

But more than that, he just plain wanted her.

Her eyes widened as he took a step toward her, halving
the distance between them.

She didn’t move away. Her lips parted, and he could
hear the soft rush of her breath, but she didn’t move.

She might not have said yes, but she didn’t say no.

He reached out, snaking his arm around her back, and
in an instant she was pressed against him. He wanted her.
God, how he wanted her. He needed her, for more than
just his body.

And he needed her now.

His lips found hers, and he was none of the things one
should be the first time. He wasn’t gentle, and he wasn’t
sweet. He did no seductive dance, idly teasing her until
she couldn’t say no.

He just kissed her. With everything he had, with every
ounce of desperation coursing through his veins.

His tongue parted her lips, swooped inside, tasting her,
seeking her warmth. He felt her hands at the back of his
neck, holding on for all she was worth, and he felt her
heart racing against chest.

She wanted him. She might not understand it, she
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might not know what to do with it, but she wanted him.

And it made him feel like a king.

His heart pounded harder, and his body began to
tighten. Somehow they were against a wall, and he could
barely breathe as his hand crept up and around, skimming
over her ribs until he reached the soft fullness of her
breast. He squeezed—softly, so as not to scare her, but
with just enough strength to memorize the shape of her,
the feel, the weight in his hand.

It was perfect, and he could feel her reaction through
her dress.

He wanted to take her into his mouth, to peel the dress
from her body and do a hundred wicked things to her.

He felt the resistance slip from her body, heard her
sigh against his mouth. She’d never been kissed before;
he was quite certain of that. But she was eager, and she
was aroused. He could feel it in the way her body pressed
against his, the way her fingers clutched desperately at
his shoulders.

“Kiss me back,” he murmured, nibbling at her lips.

“I am,” came her muffled reply.

He drew back, just an inch. “You need a lesson or two,”
he said with a smile. “But don’t worry, we’ll get you good
at this.”

He leaned in to kiss her once more—dear God, he was
enjoying this—but she wriggled away.

“Hyacinth,” he said huskily, catching her hand in his.
He tugged, intending to pull her back against him, but she
yanked her hand free.

Gareth raised his brows, waiting for her to say some-
thing.

This was Hyacinth, after all. Surely she’d say something.
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But she just looked stricken, sick with herself.

And then she did the one thing he never would have
thought she’d do.

She ran away.



C/zapte’z 8

The next morning. Our heroine is sitting on ber bed,
perched against ber pillows. The Italian diary is at
ber side, but she bas not picked it up.

She bas relived the kiss in ber mind approxi-
mately forty-two times.

In fact, she is reliving it right now:

would be the sort of woman who could kiss with aplomb,
then carry on for the rest of the evening as if nothing had
happened. She’d have liked to think when the time came
to treat a gentleman with well-deserved disdain, that but-
ter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, her eyes would be perfect
chips of ice, and she would manage a cut direct with style
and flair.

And in her imagination, she did all of that and more.

Reality, however, had not been so sweet.

Because when Gareth had said her name and tried to
tug her back to him for another kiss, the only thing she
could think to do was run.

Which was not, she had assured herself, for what had
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to be the forty-third time since his lips had touched hers,
in keeping with her character.

It couldn’t be. She couldn’t let it be. She was Hyacinth
Bridgerton.

Hyacinth.

Bridgerton.

Surely that had to mean something. One kiss could not
turn her into a senseless ninny.

And besides, it wasn’t the kiss. The kiss hadn’t both-
ered her. The kiss had, in fact, been rather nice. And, to
be honest, long overdue.

One would think, in her world, among her society, that
she would have taken pride in her untouched, never-been-
kissed status. After all, the mere hint of impropriety was
enough to ruin a woman'’s reputation.

But one did not reach the age of two-and-twenty, or
one’s fourth London season, without feeling the littlest
bit rejected that no one had thus far attempted a kiss.

And no one had. Hyacinth wasn’t asking to be rav-
ished, for heaven’s sake, but no one had even leaned in, or
dropped a heavy gaze to her lips, as if he was thinking
about it.

Not until last night. Not until Gareth St. Clair.

Her first instinct had been to jump with surprise. For
all Gareth’s rakish ways, he hadn’t shown any interest in
extending his reputation as a rogue in her direction. The
man had an opera singer tucked away in Bloomsbury, af-
ter all. What on earth would he need with her?

But then . . .

Well, good heavens, she still didn’t know how it had all
come about. One moment she was asking him if he was
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unwell—he’d looked very odd, after all, and it was obvi-
ous he’d had some sort of altercation with his father, de-
spite her efforts to separate the two—and then the next he
was staring at her with an intensity that had made her
shiver. He’d looked possessed, consumed.

He’d looked as if he wanted to consume her.

And yet Hyacinth couldn’t shake the feeling that he
hadn’t really meant to kiss her. That maybe any woman
happening across him in the hall would have done just as
well.

Especially after he’d laughingly told her that she
needed improvement.

She didn’t think he had meant to be cruel, but still, his
words had stung.

“Kiss me back,” she said to herself, her voice a whiny
mimic of his. “Kiss me back.”

She flopped back against her pillows. “I did.” Good
heavens, what did it say about her if a man couldn’t even
tell when she was trying to kiss him back?

And even if she hadn’t been doing such a good job of
it—and Hyacinth wasn’t quite ready to admit to that—it
seemed the sort of thing that ought to come naturally, and
certainly the sort of thing that ought to have come natu-
rally to her. Well, still, what on earth was she expected to
do? Wield her tongue like a sword? She’d put her hands
on his shoulders. She hadn’t struggled in his arms. What
else was she supposed to have done to indicate that she
was enjoying herself?

It seemed a wretchedly unfair conundrum to her. Men
wanted their women chaste and untouched, then they
mocked them for their lack of experience.
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It was just . .. it was just . . .

Hyacinth chewed on her lip, horrified by how close to
tears she was.

It was just that she’d thought her first kiss would be
magical. And she’d thought that the gentleman in ques-
tion would emerge from the encounter if not impressed
then at least a little bit pleased by her performance.

But Gareth St. Clair had been his usual mocking self,
and Hyacinth hated that she’d allowed him to make her
feel small.

“It’s just a kiss,” she whispered, her words floating
through the empty room. “Just a kiss. It doesn’t mean a
thing.”

But she knew, even as she tried so hard to lie to herself
about it, that it had been more than a kiss.

Much, much more.

At least that was how it had been for her. She closed
her eyes in agony. Dear God, while she’d been lying on
her bed thinking and thinking, then rethinking and think-
ing again, he was probably sleeping like a baby. The man
had kissed—

Well, she didn’t care to speculate on how many women
he had kissed, but it certainly had to have been enough to
make her seem the greenest girl in London.

How was she going to face him? And she was going to
have to face him. She was translating his grandmother’s
diary, for heaven’s sake. If she tried to avoid him, it
would seem so obvious.

And the last thing she wanted to do was allow him to
see how upset he had made her. There were quite a few
things in life a woman needed a great deal more than
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pride, but Hyacinth figured that as long as dignity was
still an option, she might as well hang on to it.

And in the meantime . . .

She picked up his grandmother’s diary. She hadn’t
done any work on it for a full day. She was only twenty-
two pages in; there were at least a hundred more to go.

She looked down at the book, lying unopened on her lap.
She supposed she could send it back. In fact, she probably
should send it back. It would serve him right to be forced to
find another translator after his behavior the night before.

But she was enjoying the diary. Life didn’t toss very
many challenges in the direction of well-bred young
ladies. Frankly, it would be nice to be able to say she had
translated an entire book from the Italian. And it would
probably be nice to actually do it, too.

Hyacinth fingered the small bookmark she’d used to
hold her place and opened the book. Isabella had just ar-
rived in England in the middle of the season, and after a
mere week in the country, her new husband had dragged
her off to London, where she was expected—without the
benefit of fluent English—to socialize and entertain as
befitted her station.

To make matters worse, Lord St. Clair’s mother was in
residence at Clair House and was clearly unhappy about
having to give up her position as lady of the house.

Hyacinth frowned as she read on, stopping every now
and then to look up an unfamiliar word. The dowager
baroness was interfering with the servants, countermand-
ing Isabella’s orders and making it uncomfortable for those
who accepted the new baroness as the woman in charge.

It certainly didn’t make marriage look terribly appeal-
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ing. Hyacinth made a mental note to try to marry a man
without a mother.

“Chin up, Isabella,” she muttered, wincing as she read
about the latest altercation—something about an addition
of mussels to the menu, despite the fact that shellfish
made Isabella develop hives.

“You need to make it clear who’s in charge,” Hyacinth
said to the book. “You—"

She frowned, looking down at the latest entry. This
didn’t make sense. Why was Isabella talking about her
bambino?

Hyacinth read the words three times before thinking to
glance back up at the date at top. 24 Ottobre, 1766.

17667 Wait a minute . . .

She flipped back one page.

1764.

Isabella had skipped two years. Why would she do
that?

Hyacinth looked quickly through the next twenty or so
pages. 1766 ... 1769 ...1769...1770...1774 ...

“You’re not a very dedicated diarist,” Hyacinth mur-
mured. No wonder Isabella had managed to fit decades
into one slim volume; she frequently went years between
entries.

Hyacinth turned back to the passage about the bam-
bino, continuing her laborious translation. Isabella was
back in London, this time without her husband, which
didn’t seem to bother her one bit. And she seemed to have
gained a bit of self-confidence, although that might have
been merely the result of the death of the dowager, which
Hyacinth surmised had happened a year earlier.

I found the perfect spot, Hyacinth translated, jotting the
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words down on paper. He will never ... She frowned.
She didn’t know the rest of the sentence, so she put some
dashes down on her paper to indicate an untranslated
phrase and moved on. He does not think I am intelligent
enough, she read. And so he won’t suspect . . .

“Oh, my goodness,” Hyacinth said, sitting up straight.
She flipped the page of the diary, reading it as quickly as
she could, her attempts at a written translation all but
forgotten.

“Isabella,” she said with admiration. “You sly fox.”

An bour or so later, an instant before Gareth knocks
on Hyacinth's door.

Gareth sucked in a deep breath, summoning the courage
to wrap his fingers around the heavy brass knocker that sat
on the front door of Number Five, Bruton Street, the ele-
gant little house Hyacinth’s mother had purchased after her
eldest son had married and taken over Bridgerton House.

Then he tried not to feel completely disgusted with
himself for feeling he needed the courage in the first
place. And it wasn’t really courage he needed. For God’s
sake, he wasn’t afraid. It was . . . well, no, it wasn’t quite
dread. It was—

He groaned. In every life, there were moments a per-
son would do just about anything to put off. And if it
meant he was less of a man because he really didn’t feel
like dealing with Hyacinth Bridgerton . .. well, he was
perfectly willing to call himself a juvenile fool.
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Frankly, he didn’t know anyone who’d want to deal
with Hyacinth Bridgerton at a moment like this.

He rolled his eyes, thoroughly impatient with himself.
This shouldn’t be difficult. He shouldn’t feel strained.
Hell, it wasn’t as if he had never kissed a female before
and had to face her the next day.

Except . ..

Except he’d never kissed a female like Hyacinth, one
who A) hadn’t been kissed before and B) had every rea-
son to expect that a kiss might mean something more.

Not to mention C) was Hyacinth.

Because one really couldn’t discount the magnitude of
that. If there was one thing he had learned in this past
week, it was that Hyacinth was quite unlike any other
woman he’d ever known.

At any rate, he’d sat at home all morning, waiting for
the package that would surely arrive, escorted by a liver-
ied footman, returning his grandmother’s diary. Hyacinth
couldn’t possibly wish to translate it now, not after he had
insulted her so grievously the night before.

Not, he thought, only a little bit defensively, that he’d
meant to insult her. In truth, he hadn’t meant anything
one way or another. He certainly hadn’t meant to kiss her.
The thought hadn’t even occurred to him, and in fact he
rather thought it wouldn’t have occurred to him except
that he had been so off-balance, and then she’d somehow
been there, right in the hallway, almost as if summoned
by magic.

Right after his father had taunted him about her.

What the hell else was he expected to do?

And it hadn’t meant anything. It was enjoyable—
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certainly more enjoyable than he would have imagined,
but it hadn’t meant a thing.

But women tended to view these things badly, and her
expression when she broke it off had not been terribly
inviting.

If anything, she had looked horrified.

Which had made him feel a fool. He’d never disgusted
a woman with his kiss before.

And it had all been magnified later that night, when
he’d overheard someone asking her about him, and she
had brushed it off with a laugh, saying that she couldn’t
possibly have refused to dance with him; she was far too
good friends with his grandmother.

Which was true, and he certainly understood that she
was attempting to save face, even if she hadn’t known
that he could hear, but all the same, it was too close an
echo of his father’s words for him not to feel it.

He let out a sigh. There was no putting it off any
longer. He lifted his hand, intending to grasp the
knocker—

And then quite nearly lost his balance when the door
flew open.

“For heaven’s sake,” Hyacinth said, looking at him
through impatient eyes, “were you ever going to knock?”

“Were you watching for me?”

“Of course I was. My bedroom is right above. I can see
everyone.”

Why, he wondered, did this not surprise him?

“And I did send you a note,” she added. She stood
aside, motioning for him to come in. “Recent behavior
notwithstanding,” she continued, “you do seem to possess
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manners enough not to refuse a direct written request
from a lady.”

“Er .. .yes,” he said. It was all he could seem to think
of, faced as he was by the whirlwind of energy and activ-
ity standing across from him.

Why wasn’t she angry with him? Wasn’t she supposed
to be angry?

“We need to talk,” Hyacinth said.

“Of course,” he murmured. “I must apologize—"

“Not about that,” she said dismissively, “although . . .”
She looked up, her expression somewhere between
thoughtful and peeved. “You certainly should apologize.”

“Yes, of course, [—"

“But that’s not why I summoned you,” she cut in.

If it had been polite, he would have crossed his arms.
“Do you wish for me to apologize or not?”

Hyacinth glanced up and down the hall, placing one
finger to her lips with a soft, “Shhh.”

“Have I suddenly been transported into a volume of
Miss Butterworth and the Mad Baron?” Gareth wondered
aloud.

Hyacinth scowled at him, a look that he was coming to
realize was quintessentially her. It was a frown, yes, but
with a hint—no, make that three hints—of impatience. It
was the look of a woman who had spent her life waiting
for people to keep up with her.

“In here,” she said, motioning toward an open doorway.

“As you wish, my lady,” he murmured. Far be it for
him to complain about not having to apologize.

He followed her into what turned out to be a drawing
room, tastefully decorated in shades of rose and cream. It
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was very delicate and very feminine, and Gareth half
wondered if it had been designed for the sole purpose of
making men feel overlarge and ill at ease.

Hyacinth waved him over to a sitting area, so he went,
watching her curiously as she carefully maneuvered the
door until it was shut most of the way. Gareth eyed the
four-inch opening with amusement. Funny how such a
small space could mean the difference between propriety
and disaster.

“I don’t want to be overheard,” Hyacinth said.

Gareth just lifted his brows in question, waiting for her
to seat herself on the sofa. When he was satisfied that she
wasn’t going to jump up and check behind the drapes for
an eavesdropper, he sat in a Hepplewhite armchair that
was catercorner to the sofa.

“I need to tell you about the diary,” she said, her eyes
alight with excitement.

He blinked with surprise. “You’re not going to return
it, then?”

“Of course not. You don’t think I—" She stopped, and
he noticed that her fingers were twisting spirals in the soft
green fabric of her skirt. For some reason this pleased
him. He was rather relieved that she was not furious with
him for kissing her—Ilike any man, he’d go to great
lengths to avoid any sort of hysterical feminine scene.
But at the same time, he didn’t wish for her to be com-
pletely unaffected.

Good God, he was a better kisser than that.

“I should return the diary,” she said, sounding rather
like herself again. “Truly, I should force you to find
someone else to translate it. You deserve no less.”
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“Absolutely,” he demurred.

She gave him a look, saying that she didn’t appreciate
such perfunctory agreement. “However,” she said, as
only she could say it.

Gareth leaned forward. It seemed expected.

“However,” she said again, “I rather like reading your
grandmother’s diary, and I see no reason to deprive my-
self of an enjoyable challenge simply because you have
behaved recklessly.”

Gareth held silent, since his last attempt at agreement
had been so ill received. It soon became apparent, how-
ever, that this time he was expected to make a comment,
so he quickly chimed in with, “Of course not.”

Hyacinth nodded approvingly, then added, “And
besides”—and here she leaned forward, her bright blue
eyes sparkling with excitement— “it just got interesting.”

Something turned over in Gareth’s stomach. Had Hy-
acinth discovered the secret of his birth? It hadn’t even
occurred to him that Isabella might have known the truth;
she’d had very little contact with her son, after all, and
rarely visited.

But if she did know, she very well might’ve written it
down.

“What do you mean?” he asked carefully.

Hyacinth picked up the diary, which had been sitting
on a nearby end table. “Your grandmother,” she said, her
entire bearing radiating excitement, “had a secret.” She
opened the book—she’d marked a page with an elegant
little bookmark—and held it out, pointing with her index
finger to a sentence in the middle of the page as she said,
“Diamanti. Diamanti.” She looked up, unable to contain
an exhilarated grin. “Do you know what that means?”
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He shook his head. “I’'m afraid not.”

“Diamonds, Gareth. It means diamonds.”

He found himself looking at the page, even though he
couldn’t possibly understand the words. “I beg your par-
don?”

“Your grandmother had jewels, Gareth. And she never
told your grandfather about them.”

His lips parted. “What are you saying?”

“Her grandmother came to visit shortly after your fa-
ther was born. And she brought with her a set of jewels.
Rings, I think. And a bracelet. And Isabella never told
anyone.”

“What did she do with them?”

“She hid them.” Hyacinth was practically bouncing off
the sofa now. “She hid them in Clair House, right here in
London. She wrote that your grandfather didn’t much like
London, so there would be less chance he’d discover
them here.”

Finally, some of Hyacinth’s enthusiasm began to seep
into him. Not much—he wasn’t going to allow himself to
get too excited by what was probably going to turn out to
be a wild-goose chase. But her fervor was infectious, and
before he realized it, he was leaning forward, his heart
beginning to beat just a little bit faster. “What are you
saying?” he asked.

“I’'m saying,” she said, as if she was repeating some-
thing she’d uttered five times already, in every possible
permutation, “that those jewels are probably still there.
Oh!” She stopped short, her eyes meeting his with an al-
most disconcerting suddenness. “Unless you already
know about them. Does your father already have them in
his possession?”
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“No,” Gareth said thoughtfully. “I don’t think so. At
least, not that I’ve ever been told.”

“You see? We can—"

“But I'm rarely told of anything,” he cut in. “My father
has never considered me his closest confidant.”

For a moment her eyes took on a sympathetic air, but
that was quickly trampled by her almost piratical zeal.
“Then they’re still there,” she said excitedly. “Or at least
there is a very good chance that they are. We have to go
get them.”

“What—We?”” Oh, no.

But Hyacinth was too lost in her own excitement to have
noticed his emphasis. “Just think, Gareth,” she said, clearly
now perfectly comfortable with the use of his given name,
“this could be the answer to all of your financial problems.”

He drew back. “What makes you think I have financial
problems?”

“Oh, please,” she scoffed. “Everyone knows you have
financial problems. Or if you don’t, you will. Your father
has run up debts from here to Nottinghamshire and
back.” She paused, possibly for air, then said, “Clair Hall
is in Nottinghamshire, isn’t it?”

“Yes, of course, but—"

“Right. Well. You’re going to inherit those debts, you
know.”

“I’'m aware.”

“Then what better way to ensure your solvency than to
secure your grandmother’s jewels before Lord St. Clair
finds them? Because we both know that he will only sell
them and spend the proceeds.”

“You seem to know a great deal about my father,”
Gareth said in a quiet voice.
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“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “I know nothing about
him except that he detests you.”

Gareth cracked a smile, which surprised him. It wasn’t
a topic about which he usually possessed a great deal of
humor. But then again, no one had ever dared broach it
with such frankness before.

“I could not speak on your behalf,” Hyacinth continued
with a shrug, “but if I detested someone, you can be sure
I would go out of my way to make certain he didn’t get a
treasure’s worth of jewels.”

“How positively Christian of you,” Gareth murmured.

She lifted a brow. “I never said I was a model of good-
ness and light.”

“No,” Gareth said, feeling his lips twitch. “No, you
certainly did not.”

Hyacinth clapped her hands together, then set them
both palms down on her lap. She looked at him expec-
tantly. “Well, then,” she said, once it was apparent that he
had no further comment, “when shall we go?”

“Go?” he echoed.

“To look for the diamonds,” she said impatiently.
“Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve said?”

Gareth suddenly had a terrifying vision of what it must
be like inside her mind. She was dressed in black, clearly,
and—good God—almost certainly in men’s clothing as
well. She’d probably insist upon lowering herself out her
bedroom window on knotted sheets, too.

“We are not going anywhere,” he said firmly.

“Of course we are,” she said. “You must get those jew-
els. You can’t let your father have them.”

“I will go.”

“You’re not leaving me behind.” It was a statement, not
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a question. Not that Gareth would have expected other-
wise from her.

“If 1 attempt to break into Clair House,” Gareth said,
“and that is a rather large if, I will have to do so in the
dead of night.”

“Well, of course.”

Good God, did the woman never cease talking? He
paused, waiting to make sure that she was done. Finally,
with a great show of exaggerated patience, he finished
with, “I am not dragging you around town at midnight.
Forget, for one moment, about the danger, of which I as-
sure you there is plenty. If we were caught, I would be re-
quired to marry you, and I can only assume your desire
for that outcome evenly matches mine.”

It was an overblown speech, and his tone had been
rather pompous and stuffy, but it had the desired effect,
forcing her to close her mouth for long enough to sort
through the convoluted structure of his sentences.

But then she opened it again, and said, “Well, you
won’t have to drag me.”

Gareth thought his head might explode. “Good God,
woman, have you been listening to anything I've said?”

“Of course I have. I have four older brothers. I can rec-
ognize a supercilious, pontificating male when I see one.”

“Oh, for the love of —"

“You, Mr. St. Clair, aren’t thinking clearly.” She leaned
forward, lifting one of her brows in an almost disconcert-
ingly confident manner. “You need me.”

“Like I need a festering abscess,” he muttered.

“I am going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Hyacinth
said. Between her teeth. “Because if 1 did otherwise, I
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would not be inclined to aid you in your endeavors. And
if I did not aid you—"

“Do you have a point?”

She eyed him coolly. “You are not nearly as sensible a
person as I thought you.”

“Strangely enough, you are exactly as sensible as I
thought you.”

“I will pretend I didn’t hear that as well,” she said, jab-
bing her index finger in his direction in a most unladylike
manner. “You seem to forget that of the two of us, I am
the only one who reads Italian. And I don’t see how you
are going find the jewels without my aid.”

His lips parted, and when he spoke, it was in a low, al-
most terrifyingly even voice. “You would withhold the
information from me?”

“Of course not,” Hyacinth said, since she couldn’t
bring herself to lie to him, even if he did deserve it. “I do
have some honor. I was merely trying to explain that you
will need me there, in the house. My knowledge of the
language isn’t perfect. There are some words that could
be open to interpretation, and I might need to see the ac-
tual room before I can tell exactly what she was talking
about.”

His eyes narrowed.

“It’s the truth, I swear!” She quickly grabbed the book,
flipping a page, then another, then going back to the orig-
inal. “It’s right here, see? Armadio. It could mean cabi-
net. Or it could mean wardrobe. Or—" She stopped,
swallowing. She hated to admit that she wasn’t quite sure
what she was talking about, even if that deficiency was
the only thing that was going to secure her a place by his
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side when he went to look for the jewels. “If you must
know,” she said, unable to keep her irritation out of her
voice, “I’m not precisely certain what it means. Precisely,
that is,” she added, because the truth was, she did have a
fairly good idea. And it just wasn’t in her character to ad-
mit to faults she didn’t have.

Good gracious, she had a difficult enough time with
faults she did possess.

“Why don’t you look it up in your Italian dictionary?”

“It’s not listed,” she lied. It wasn’t really such an egre-
gious fib. The dictionary had listed several possible trans-
lations, certainly enough for Hyacinth to truthfully claim
an imprecise understanding.

She waited for him to speak—probably not as long as
she should have done, but it seemed like an eternity. And
she just couldn’t keep quiet. “I could, if you wish, write
to my former governess and ask for a more exact defini-
tion, but she’s not the most reliable of correspondents—"

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I haven’t written to her in three years,” Hy-
acinth admitted, “although I’'m quite certain she would
come to my aid now. It’s just that I have no idea how busy
she is or when she might find the time to reply—the last
I’d heard she’d given birth to twins—"

“Why does this not surprise me?”

“It’s true, and heaven only knows how long it will take
her to respond. Twins are an uncommon amount of work,
or so I’'mtold, and . . .” Her voice lost some of its volume
as it became apparent he wasn’t listening to her. She stole
a glance at his face and finished, anyway, mostly because
she’d already thought of the words, and there wasn’t
much point in not saying them. “Well, I don’t think she
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has the means for a baby nurse,” she said, but her voice
had trailed off by the end of it.

Gareth held silent for what seemed an interminably
long time before finally saying, “If what you say is cor-
rect, and the jewels are still hidden—and that is no cer-
tainty, given that she hid them”—his eyes floated briefly
up as he did the math—*“over sixty years ago, then surely
they will remain in place until we can get an accurate
translation from your governess.”

“You could wait?” Hyacinth asked, feeling her entire
head move forward and down with disbelief. “You could
actually wait?”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re there. Because—" She cut herself
off, unable to do anything other than stare at him as if he
were mad. She knew that people’s minds did not work the
same way. And she’d long since learned that hardly any-
one’s mind worked the way hers did. But she couldn’t
imagine that anyone could wait when faced with this.

Good heavens, if it were up to her, they’d be scaling
the wall of Clair House that night.

“Think about this,” Hyacinth said, leaning forward. “If
he finds those jewels between now and whenever you find
the time to go look for them, you are never going to for-
give yourself.”

He said nothing, but she could tell that she’d finally got
through to him.

“Not to mention,” she continued, “that / would never
forgive you were that to happen.”

She stole a glance at him. He seemed unmoved by that
particular argument.

Hyacinth waited quietly while he thought about what
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to do. The silence was horrible. While she’d been going
on about the diary, she’d been able to forget that he’d
kissed her, that she’d enjoyed it, and that he apparently
hadn’t. She’d thought that their next meeting would be
awkward and uncomfortable, but with a goal and a mis-
sion, she’d felt restored to her usual self, and even if he
didn’t take her along to find the diamonds, she supposed
she still owed Isabella thanks for that.

But all the same, she rather thought she’d die if he left
her behind. Either that or kill him.

She gripped her hands together, hiding them in the
folds of her skirt. It was a nervous gesture, and the mere
fact that she was doing it set her even more on edge. She
hated that she was nervous, hated that he made her ner-
vous, hated that she had to sit there and not say a word
while he pondered her options. But contrary to popular
belief, she did occasionally know when to keep her
mouth shut, and it was clear that there was nothing more
she could say that would sway him one way or the other.
Except maybe . . .

No, even she wasn’t crazy enough to threaten to go by
herself.

“What were you going to say?” Gareth asked.

“I beg your pardon?”’

He leaned forward, his blue eyes sharp and unwaver-
ing. “What were you going to say?”

“What makes you think I was going to say something?”

“I could see it in your face.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You know me that
well?”

“Frightening though it may seem, apparently I do.”

She watched as he sat back in his seat. He reminded
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her of her brothers as he shifted in the too-small chair;
they were forever complaining that her mother’s sitting
room was decorated for tiny females. But that was where
the resemblance ended. None of her brothers had ever
possessed the daring to wear his hair back in such a rak-
ish queue, and none of them ever looked at her with that
blue-eyed intensity that made her forget her own name.

He seemed to be searching her face for something. Or
maybe he was just trying to stare her down, waiting for
her to crack under the pressure.

Hyacinth caught her lower lip between her teeth—she
wasn’t strong enough to maintain the perfect picture of
composure. But she did manage to keep her back straight,
and her chin high, and perhaps most importantly, her
mouth shut as he pondered his options.

A full minute went by. Very well, it was probably no
more than ten seconds, but it felt like a minute. And then
finally, because she could stand it no longer, she said (but
very softly), ““You need me.”

His gaze fell to the carpet for a moment before turning
back to her face. “If I take you—"

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed, just barely resisting
the urge to jump to her feet.

“I said if I take you,” he said, his voice uncommonly
stern.

Hyacinth silenced herself immediately, looking at him
with an appropriately dutiful expression.

“If I take you,” he repeated, his eyes boring into hers,
“I expect you to follow my orders.”

“Of course.”

“We will proceed as I see fit.”

She hesitated.
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“Hyacinth.”

“Of course,” she said quickly, since she had a feeling
that if she didn’t, he would call it off right then and there.
“But if [ have a good idea . . .”

“Hyacinth.”

“As pertains to the fact that I understand Italian and
you don’t,” she added quickly.

The look he gave her was as exhausted as it was austere.

“You don’t have to do what I ask,” she finally said,
“just listen.”

“Very well,” he said with a sigh. “We will go Monday
night.”

Hyacinth’s eyes widened with surprise. After all the
fuss he’d made, she hadn’t expected him to elect to go so
soon. But she wasn’t about to complain. “Monday night,”
she agreed.

She could hardly wait.
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Monday night. Our hero, who bas spent much of bis
life in reckless abandon, is discovering the rather odd
sensation of being the more sensible member of a duo.

cided as he stole around to the back of Hyacinth’s house,
why he should question his sanity.

One: It was after midnight.

Two: They would be quite alone.

Three: They were going to the baron’s house to:

Four: Commit larceny.

As far as bad ideas went, this stole the prize.

But no, somehow she had talked him into it, and so
here he was, against all better judgment, ready to lead a
proper young miss out of her house, into the night, and
quite possibly into danger.

Not to mention that if anyone caught wind of this, the
Bridgertons would have him standing up before a priest
before he could catch his breath, and they’d be shackled
to each other for life.

He shivered. The thought of Hyacinth Bridgerton as
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his lifelong companion . .. He stopped for a moment,
blinking in surprise. Well, it wasn’t horrible, actually,
but at the same time, it did leave a man feeling very, very
uneasy.

He knew she thought she’d talked him into doing this,
and maybe she had contributed in some degree to his de-
cision, but the truth was, a man in Gareth’s financial posi-
tion couldn’t afford to turn his nose up when faced with
an opportunity such as this. He’d been a little startled at
Hyacinth’s frank assessment of his financial situation.
Forget for a moment that such matters were not consid-
ered polite conversation (he wouldn’t have expected her
to adhere to such normal notions of propriety in any
case). But he’d had no idea that his state of affairs was
such common knowledge.

It was disconcerting, that.

But what was even more compelling, and what was re-
ally egging him on to look for the jewels now, as opposed
to waiting until Hyacinth could obtain a better translation
of the diary, was the delicious thought that he might actu-
ally snatch the diamonds right from under his father’s
nose.

It was difficult to pass up an opportunity like that.

Gareth edged along the back of Hyacinth’s house to
the servants’ entrance, located in the rear, across from the
mews. They had agreed to meet there at precisely half
one, and he had no doubt that she would be ready and
waiting for him, dressed as he had instructed, all in black.

And sure enough, there she was, holding the back door
an inch ajar, peeking out through the crack.

“You’re right on time,” she said, slipping outside.
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He stared at her in disbelief. She’d taken his order to
heart and was dressed head to toe in unrelenting black.
Except that no skirt swirled about her feet. Instead, she
wore breeches and a waistcoat.

He’d known she was going to do this. He’d known it,
and yet still, he couldn’t contain his surprise.

“It seemed more sensible than a dress,” Hyacinth said,
correctly interpreting his silence. “And besides, I don’t
own anything in pure black. Haven’t ever been in mourn-
ing, thank goodness.”

Gareth just stared. There was a reason, he was coming
to realize, why women didn’t wear breeches. He didn’t
know where she’d acquired her costume—it had proba-
bly belonged to one of her brothers in his youth. It
hugged her body in a most scandalous fashion, outlining
her curves in a manner Gareth would really rather not
have seen.

He didn’t want to know that Hyacinth Bridgerton had a
delectable figure. He didn’t want to know that her legs
were quite long for her somewhat petite height or that her
hips were gently rounded and that they twitched in the
most mesmerizing fashion when they weren’t hidden be-
neath the silky folds of a skirt.

It was bad enough that he’d kissed her. He didn’t need
to want to do it again.

“I can’t believe I'm doing this,” he muttered, shaking
his head. Good God, he sounded like a stick, like all
those sensible friends he’d dragged into mischief as a
youth.

He was beginning to think they’d actually known what
they were talking about.
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Hyacinth looked at him with accusing eyes. “You can-
not back out now.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said with a sigh. The
woman would probably chase him down with a club if he
did. “Come along, let’s be off before someone catches us
right here.”

She nodded, then followed his lead down Barlow Place.
Clair House was located less than a quarter mile away,
and so Gareth had plotted a route for them to travel on
foot, sticking, whenever they could, to the quiet side
streets where they’d be less likely to be spotted by a mem-
ber of the fon, traveling home via carriage from a party.

“How did you know your father wouldn’t be home this
evening?” Hyacinth whispered as they approached the
corner.

“I’'m sorry?” He peered around the corner, making
sure the coast was clear.

“How did you know your father wouldn’t be home?”
she said again. “I was surprised that you would have
knowledge of such a thing. I can’t imagine he makes you
privy to his schedule.”

Gareth gritted his teeth, surprised by the bubble of
irritation her question brought up inside of him. “I
don’t know,” he muttered. “I just do.” It was damned an-
noying, actually, that he was always so aware of his father’s
movements, but at least he could take some satisfaction in
knowing that the baron was similarly afflicted.

“Oh,” Hyacinth said. And it was all she said. Which
was nice. Out of character, but nice.

Gareth motioned for her to follow as they made their
way the short distance up Hay Hill, and then finally they
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were on Dover Street, which led to the alleyway behind
Clair House.

“When was the last time you were here?” Hyacinth
whispered as they crept up to the back wall.

“On the inside?”” he asked brusquely. “Ten years. But if
we’re lucky, that window”—he pointed to a ground-floor
aperture, only a little out of their reach—*“will still have a
broken latch.”

She nodded appreciatively. “I was wondering how we
were going to get in.”

They both held silent for a moment, looking up at the
window.

“Higher than you remembered?” asked Hyacinth. But
then, of course, she didn’t wait for an answer before
adding, “It’s a good thing you brought me along. You can
boost me up.”

Gareth looked from her to the window and back. It
somehow seemed wrong to send her into the house first.
He hadn’t considered this, though, when planning his
entry.

“I’m not going to boost you up,” Hyacinth said impa-
tiently. “So unless you’ve a crate hidden away some-
where, or perhaps a small ladder—"

“Just go,” Gareth practically growled, making a step
for her with his hands. He had done this before, plenty of
times. But it was a far different thing with Hyacinth
Bridgerton brushing alongside his body than one of his
school-chums.

“Can you reach?” he asked, hoisting her up.

“Mmm-hmm,” was the reply.

Gareth looked up. Right at her bottom. He decided to
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enjoy the view as long as she had no idea she was provid-

ng it.

“I just need to get my fingers under the edge,” she
whispered.

“Go right ahead,” he said, smiling for the first time all
night.

She twisted immediately around. “Why do you sud-
denly sound so equable?”” she asked suspiciously.

“Just appreciating your usefulness.”

“I—" She pursed her lips together. “Do you know, I
don’t think I trust you.”

“Absolutely you shouldn’t,” he agreed.

He watched as she jiggled the window, then slid it up
and open.

“Did it!” she said, sounding triumphant even through
her whisper.

He gave her an appreciative nod. She was fairly insuf-
ferable, but it seemed only fair to give credit where credit
was due. “I’'m going to push you up,” he said. “You
should be able to—"

But she was already in. Gareth couldn’t help but stand
back in admiration. Hyacinth Bridgerton was clearly a
born athlete.

Either that or a cat burglar.

Her face appeared in the open window. “I don’t think
anyone heard,” she whispered. “Can you get up by your-
self?”

He nodded. “As long as the window is already open,
it’s no trouble.” He’d done this before, several times,
when he’d been a schoolboy, home on holiday. The exte-
rior wall was made of stone, and there were a few rough
spots, with outcroppings just long enough to wedge his
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foot. Add that to the one knobby bit he could grasp with
his hand . . .

He was inside in under twenty seconds.

“I’'m impressed,” Hyacinth said, peering back out the
window.

“You’re impressed by strange things,” he said, brush-
ing himself off.

“Anyone can bring flowers,” she said with a shrug.

“Are you saying all a man needs to do to win your heart
is scale a building?”

She looked back out the window. “Well, he’d have to
do a bit more than this. Two stories, at the very least.”

He shook his head, but he couldn’t help but smile.
“You said that the diary mentioned a room decorated in
shades of green?”

She nodded. “T wasn’t entirely certain of the meaning.
It could have been a drawing room. Or maybe a study.
But she did mention a small, round window.”

“The baroness’s office,” he decided. “It’s on the second
floor, right off the bedroom.”

“Of course!” She was whispering, but her excitement
still rang through. “That would make perfect sense. Espe-
cially if she wanted to keep it from her husband. She
wrote that he never visited her rooms.”

“We’ll go up the main stairs,” Gareth said quietly.
“We’ll be less likely to be heard. The back ones are too
close to the servants’ quarters.”

She nodded her agreement, and together they crept
through the house. It was quiet, just as Gareth would have
expected. The baron lived alone, and when he was out,
the servants retired early.

Except one. Gareth stopped short, needing a moment
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to reassess. The butler would be awake; he never went to
bed when Lord St. Clair was still expected back and
might require assistance.

“This way,” Gareth mouthed to Hyacinth, doubling
back to take a different route. They would still take the
main stairs, but they would go the long way around to get
there.

Hyacinth followed his lead, and a minute later they
were creeping up the stairs. Gareth pulled her to the
side; the steps had always creaked in the center, and he
rather doubted his father possessed the funds to have
them repaired.

Once in the upstairs hall, he led Hyacinth to the
baroness’s office. It was a funny little room, rectangular
with one window and three doors, one to the hall, one to
the baroness’s bedroom, and the last to a small dressing
room that was more frequently used for storage since
there was a much more comfortable dressing area di-
rectly off the bedchamber.

Gareth motioned Hyacinth inside, then stepped in be-
hind her, closing the door carefully, his hand tight on the
doorknob as it turned.

It shut without a click. He let out a breath.

“Tell me exactly what she wrote,” he whispered,
pulling back the drapes to allow in a bit of moonlight.

“She said it was in the armadio,” Hyacinth whispered
back. “Which is probably a cabinet. Or maybe a set of
drawers. Or—" Her eyes fell on a tall but narrow curio
cabinet. It was triangular in shape, tucked into one of the
rear corners. The wood was a dark, rich hue, and it stood
on three spindly legs, leaving about two feet of space un-
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der its base. “This is it,” Hyacinth whispered excitedly.
“It has to be.”

She was across the room before Gareth even had a
chance to move, and by the time he joined her, she had
one of the drawers open and was searching through.

“Empty,” she said, frowning. She knelt and pulled
open the bottom drawer. Also empty. She looked up at
Gareth and said, “Do you think someone removed her be-
longings after she passed away?”

“I have no idea,” he said. He gave the cabinet door a
gentle tug and pulled it open. Also empty.

Hyacinth stood, planting her hands on her hips as she
regarded the cabinet. “I can’t imagine what else . . .” Her
words trailed off as she ran her fingers over the decora-
tive carvings near the top edge.

“Maybe the desk,” Gareth suggested, crossing the dis-
tance to the desk in two strides.

But Hyacinth was shaking her head. “I don’t think so,”
she said. “She wouldn’t have called a desk an armadio. It
would have been a scrivania.”

“It still has drawers,” Gareth muttered, pulling them
open to inspect the contents.

“There’s something about this piece,” Hyacinth mur-
mured. “It looks rather Mediterranean, don’t you think?”

Gareth looked up. “It does,” he said slowly, coming to
his feet.

“If she brought this from Italy,” Hyacinth said, her head
tilting slightly to the side as she eyed the cabinet assess-
ingly, “or if her grandmother brought it on her visit . . .”

“It would stand to reason that she would know if there
was a secret compartment,” Gareth finished for her.
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“And,” Hyacinth said, her eyes alight with excitement,
“her husband wouldn’t.”’

Gareth quickly set the desk to rights and returned to
the curio cabinet. “Stand back,” he instructed, wrapping
his fingers around the lower lip so that he could pull it
away from the wall. It was heavy, though, much heavier
than it looked, and he was only able to move it a few
inches, just far enough so that he could run his hand along
the back.

“Do you feel anything?”” Hyacinth whispered.

He shook his head. He couldn’t reach very far in, so he
dropped to his knees and tried feeling the back panel
from underneath.

“Anything there?” Hyacinth asked.

He shook his head again. “Nothing. I just need to—"
He froze as his fingers ran across a small, rectangular
outcropping of wood.

“What is it?” she asked, trying to peer around the back.

“I’m not certain,” he said, stretching his arm a half
inch farther. “It’s a knob of some sort, maybe a lever.”

“Can you move it?”

“I'm trying,” he nearly gasped. The knob was almost
out of his reach, and he had to contort and twist just
to catch it between his fingers. The lower front edge of
the cabinet was digging painfully into the muscles of
his upper arm, and his head was twisted awkwardly
to the side, his cheek pressing up against the cabinet
door.

All in all, not the most graceful of positions.

“What if 1 do this?” Hyacinth wedged herself next to
the cabinet and slid her arm around back. Her fingers
found the knob easily.
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Gareth immediately let go and pulled his arm out from
under the cabinet.

“Don’t worry,” she said, somewhat sympathetically,
“you couldn’t have fit your arm back here. There isn’t
much room.”

“I don’t care which of us can reach the knob,” he
said.

“You don’t? Oh.” She shrugged. “Well, I would.”

“I know,” he said.

“Not that it really matters, of course, but—"

“Do you feel anything?” he cut in.

She shook her head. “It doesn’t seem to be moving.
I’ve tried it up and down, and side to side.”

“Push it in.”

“That doesn’t do it, either. Unless I—" Her breath
caught.

“What?” Gareth asked urgently.

She looked up at him, her eyes shining, even in the dim
light of the moon. “It twisted. And I felt something click.”

“Is there a drawer? Can you pull it out?”

Hyacinth shook her head, her mouth scrunching into
an expression of concentration as she moved her hand
along the back panel of the cabinet. She couldn’t find
any cracks or cutouts. Slowly, she slid down, bending at
the knees until her hand reached the lower edge. And
then she looked down. A small piece of paper lay on the
floor.

“Was this here before?” she asked. But the words were
mere reflex; she knew it hadn’t been.

Gareth dropped to his knees beside her. “What is it?”

“This,” she said, unfolding the small piece of paper
with trembling hands. “I think it fell from somewhere
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when I twisted the knob.” Still on hands and knees, she
moved about two feet so that the paper caught the narrow
shaft of moonlight flowing through the window. Gareth
crouched beside her, his body warm and hard and over-
whelmingly close as she smoothed the brittle sheet open.

“What does it say?” he asked, his breath dancing
across her neck as he leaned in.

“I-I’'m not sure.” She blinked, forcing her eyes to focus
on the words. The handwriting was clearly Isabella’s, but
the paper had been folded and refolded several times,
making it difficult to read. “It’s in Italian. I think it might
be another clue.”

Gareth shook his head. “Trust Isabella to turn this into
a fancy hunt.”

“Was she very crafty, then?”

“No, but inordinately fond of games.” He turned back
to the cabinet. “I’m not surprised she would have a piece
like this, with a secret compartment.”

Hyacinth watched as he ran his hand along the under-
side of the cabinet. “There it is,” he said appreciatively.

“Where?” she asked, moving beside him.

He took her hand and guided it to a spot toward the
back. A piece of wood seemed to have rotated slightly,
just enough to allow a scrap of paper to slide through and
float to the ground.

“Do you feel it?” he murmured.

She nodded, and she couldn’t be sure whether she was
referring to the wood, or the heat of his hand over hers.
His skin was warm, and slightly rough, as if he’d been out
and about without his gloves. But mostly his hand was
large, covering hers completely.
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Hyacinth felt enveloped, swallowed whole.

And dear God, it was just his hand.

“We should put this back,” she said quickly, eager for
anything that forced her mind to focus on something
else. Pulling her hand from his, she reached out and
turned the wood back into place. It seemed unlikely that
anyone would notice the change in the underside of the
cabinet, especially considering that the secret compart-
ment had gone undetected for over sixty years, but all the
same, it seemed prudent to leave the scene as they had
found it.

Gareth nodded his agreement, then motioned for her to
move aside as he pushed the cabinet back against the
wall. “Did you find anything useful in the note?” he
asked.

“The note? Oh, the note,” she said, feeling like the ver-
iest fool. “Not yet. I can hardly read a thing with only the
moonlight to see by. Do you think it would be safe to
light a—"

She stopped. She had to. Gareth had clamped his hand
unrelentingly over her mouth.

Eyes wide, she looked up at his face. He was holding
one finger to his lips and motioning with his head toward
the door.

And then Hyacinth heard it. Movement in the hall.
“Your father?” she mouthed, once he had removed his
hand. But he wasn’t looking at her.

Gareth stood, and on careful and silent feet moved to
the door. He placed his ear against the wood, and then,
barely a second later, stepped quickly back, jerking his
head to the left.
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Hyacinth was at his side in an instant, and before she
knew what was happening, he’d pulled her through a
door into what seemed to be a large closet filled with
clothes. The air was black as pitch, and there was little
room to move about. Hyacinth was backed up against
what felt like a brocaded gown, and Gareth was backed
up against her.

She wasn’t sure she knew how to breathe.

His lips found her ear, and she felt more than she
heard, “Don’t say a word.”

The door connecting the office to the hall clicked open,
and heavy footsteps thudded across the floor.

Hyacinth held her breath. Was it Gareth’s father?

“That’s odd,” she heard a male voice say. It sounded like
it was coming from the direction of the window, and—

Oh, no. They’d left the drapes pulled back.

Hyacinth grabbed Gareth’s hand and squeezed hard, as
if that might somehow impart this knowledge to him.

Whoever was in the room took a few steps, then
stopped. Terrified at the prospect of being caught, Hy-
acinth reached carefully behind her with her hand, trying
to gauge how far back the closet went. Her hand didn’t
touch another wall, so she wiggled between two of the
gowns and positioned herself behind them, giving
Gareth’s hand a little tug before letting go so that he
could do the same. Her feet were undoubtedly still visi-
ble, peeking out from under the hems of the dresses, but
at least now, if someone opened the closet door, her face
wouldn’t be right there at eye level.

Hyacinth heard a door opening and closing, but then
the footsteps moved across the carpet again. The man in
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the room had obviously just peered into the baroness’s
bedchamber, which Gareth had told her was connected to
the small office.

Hyacinth gulped. If he’d taken the time to inspect the
bedchamber, then the closet had to be next. She burrowed
farther back, scooting herself until her shoulder con-
nected with the wall. Gareth was right there next to her,
and then he was pulling her against him, moving her to
the corner before covering her body with his.

He was protecting her. Shielding her so that if the
closet door was opened, his would be the only body seen.

Hyacinth heard the footsteps approach. The doorknob
was loose and rattly, and it clattered when a hand landed
on it.

She grabbed on to Gareth, clutching his coat along the
side darts. He was close, scandalously close, with his
back pressed up against her so tightly she could feel the
entire length of him, from her knees to her shoulders.

And everything in between.

She forced herself to breathe evenly and quietly.
There was something about her position, mixed with
something about her circumstance—it was a combina-
tion of fear and awareness, and the hot proximity of his
body. She felt strange, queer, almost as if she were some-
how suspended in time, ready to lift off her toes and float
away.

She had the strangest urge to press closer, to tip her
hips forward and cradle him. She was in a closet—a
stranger’s closet in the dead of night—and yet even as she
froze with terror, she couldn’t help but feel something
else . . . something more powerful than fright. It was ex-
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citement, a thrill, something heady and new that set her
heart racing and her blood pounding, and . . .

And something else as well. Something she wasn’t
quite ready to analyze or name.

Hyacinth caught her lip between her teeth.

The doorknob turned.

Her lips parted.

The door opened.

And then, amazingly, it closed again. Hyacinth felt
herself sag against the back wall, felt Gareth sag against
her. She wasn’t sure how it was they hadn’t been de-
tected; probably Gareth had been better shielded by the
clothing than she’d thought. Or maybe the light was too
dim, or the man hadn’t thought to look down for feet
peeking out from behind the gowns. Or maybe he’d had
bad eyesight, or maybe . . .

Or maybe they were just damned lucky.

They waited in silence until it was clear that the man
had left the baroness’s office, and then they waited for a
good five minutes more, just to be sure. But finally,
Gareth moved away from her, pushing through the
clothes to the closet door. Hyacinth waited in back until
she heard his whispered, “Let’s go.”

She followed him in silence, creeping through the
house until they reached the window with the broken
latch. Gareth leapt down ahead of her, then held out his
hands so that she could balance against the wall and pull
the window shut before hopping down to the ground.

“Follow me,” Gareth said, taking her hand and pulling
her behind him as he ran through the streets of Mayfair.
Hyacinth tripped along behind him, and with each step a
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sliver of the fear that had gripped her back in the closet
was replaced by excitement.

Exhilaration.

By the time they reached Hay Hill, Hyacinth felt as if
she was almost ready to bubble over with laughter, and
finally, she had to dig in her heels and say, “Stop! I can’t
breathe.”

Gareth stopped, but he turned with stern eyes. “I need
to get you home,” he said.

“I know, I know, [—"

His eyes widened. “Are you laughing?”

“No! Yes. I mean”—she smiled helplessly—*T might.”

“You’re a madwoman.”

She nodded, still grinning like a fool. “I think so.”

He turned on her, hands on hips. “Have you no sense?
We could have been caught back there. That was my fa-
ther’s butler, and trust me, he has never been in posses-
sion of a sense of humor. If he had discovered us, my
father would have thrown us in gaol, and your brother
would have hauled us straight to a church.”

“I know,” Hyacinth said, trying to appear suitably
solemn.

She failed.

Miserably.

Finally, she gave up and said, “But wasn’t it fun?”’

For a moment she didn’t think he would respond. For a
moment it seemed all he was capable of was a dull, stupe-
fied stare. But then, she heard his voice, low and disbe-
lieving. “Fun?”

She nodded. “A little bit, at least.” She pressed her lips
together, working hard to turn them down at the corners.
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Anything to keep from bursting out with laughter.

“You’re mad,” he said, looking stern and shocked
and—God help her—sweet, all at the same time. “You
are stark, raving mad,” he said. “Everyone told me, but I
didn’t quite believe—"

“Someone told you I was mad?” Hyacinth cut in.

“Eccentric.”

“Oh.” She pursed her lips together. “Well, that’s true, I
suppose.”

“Far too much work for any sane man to take on.”

“Is that what they say?” she asked, starting to feel
slightly less than complimented.

“All that and more,” he confirmed.

Hyacinth thought about that for a moment, then just
shrugged. “Well, they haven’t a lick of sense, any one of
them.”

“Good God,” Gareth muttered. “You sound precisely
like my grandmother.”

“So you’ve mentioned,” Hyacinth said. And then she
couldn’t resist. She just had to ask. “But tell me,” she
said, leaning in just a bit. “Truthfully. Weren’t you just a
tiny bit excited? Once the fear of discovery had worn off
and you knew we would be undetected? Wasn’t it,” she
asked, her words coming out on a sigh, “just a little bit
wonderful?”

He looked down at her, and maybe it was the moon-
light, or maybe just her wishful imagination, but she
thought she saw something flash in his eyes. Something
soft, something just a little bit indulgent.

“A little bit,” he said. “But just a little bit.”

Hyacinth smiled. “I knew you weren’t a stick.”

He looked down at her, with what had to be palpable ir-
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ritation. No one had ever accused him of being stodgy
before. “A stick?” he said disgustedly.

“In the mud.”

“I knew what you meant.”

“They why did you ask?”

“Because you, Miss Bridgerton . . .”

And so it went, the rest of the way home.
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The next morning. Hyacinth is still in an excellent
mood. Unfortunately, her mother commented upon
this so many times at breakfast that Hyacinth was
finally forced to flee and barricade berself in ber
bedchamber.

Violet Bridgerton is an exceptionally canny
woman, after all, and if anyone is doing to guess
that Hyacinth is falling in love, it would be ber.

Probably before Hyacinth, even.

small desk in her bedchamber, tapping her fingers against
the blotter. She had translated and retranslated the note
they’d found the night before in the small green office,
and she still wasn’t satisfied with her results, but even that
could not dampen her spirits.

She’d been a little disappointed, of course, that they
had not found the diamonds the night before, but the note
in the curio cabinet seemed to indicate that the jewels
might still be theirs for the taking. At the very least, no
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one else had reached any success with the trail of clues
Isabella had left behind.

Hyacinth was never happier than when she had a task, a
goal, some sort of quest. She loved the challenge of solving
a puzzle, analyzing a clue. And Isabella Marinzoli St. Clair
had turned what would surely have been a dull and ordinary
season into the most exciting spring of Hyacinth’s life.

She looked down at the note, twisting her mouth to the
side as she forced her mind back to the task at hand. Her
translation was still only about seventy percent complete,
in Hyacinth’s optimistic estimation, but she rather
thought she’d managed enough of a translation to justify
another attempt. The next clue—or the actual diamonds,
if they were lucky—was almost certainly in the library.

“In a book, I imagine,” she murmured, gazing sight-
lessly out the window. She thought of the Bridgerton li-
brary, tucked away at her brother’s Grosvenor Square
home. The room itself wasn’t terribly large, but the
shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling.

And books filled the shelves. Every last inch of them.

“Maybe the St. Clairs aren’t much for reading,” she
said to herself, turning her attention once again to Is-
abella’s note. Surely there had to be something in the
cryptic words to indicate which book she had chosen as
her hiding spot. Something scientific, she was fairly sure.
Isabella had underlined part of her note, which led Hy-
acinth to think that perhaps she was referring to a book ti-
tle, since it didn’t seem to make sense in context that
she’d have been underlining for emphasis. And the part
she’d underlined had mentioned water and “things that
move,” which sounded a bit like physics, not that Hy-
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acinth had ever studied it. But she’d four brothers who
had attended university, and she’d overheard enough of
their studies to have a vague knowledge of, if not the sub-
ject, at least what the subject meant.

Still, she wasn’t nearly as certain as she’d have liked
about her translation, or what it meant. Maybe if she went
to Gareth with what she’d translated thus far, he could
read something into it that she didn’t see. After all, he
was more familiar with the house and its contents than
she was. He might know of an odd or interesting book,
something unique or out of the ordinary.

Gareth.

She smiled to herself, a loopy, silly grin that she would
have died before allowing anyone else to see.

Something had happened the night before. Something
special.

Something important.

He liked her. He really liked her. They had laughed and
chattered the entire way home. And when he had dropped
her off at the servants’ entrance to Number Five, he had
looked at her in that heavy-lidded, just a little bit intense
way of his. He had smiled, too, one corner of his mouth
lifting as if he had a secret.

She’d shivered. She’d actually forgotten how to speak.
And she’d wondered if he might kiss her again, which of
course he hadn’t done, but maybe . . .

Maybe soon.

She had no doubt that she still drove him a little bit
mad. But she seemed to drive everyone a little bit mad, so
she decided not to attach too much importance to that.

But he liked her. And he respected her intelligence as
well. And if he was occasionally reluctant to demonstrate
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this as often as she would like ... well, she had four
brothers. She had long since learned that it took a fully
formed miracle to get them to admit that a woman might
be smarter than a man about anything other than fabrics,
perfumed soaps, and tea.

She turned her head to look at the clock, which sat on
the mantel over her small fireplace. It was already past
noon. Gareth had promised that he would call on her this
afternoon to see how she was faring with the note. That
probably didn’t mean before two, but technically it was
the afternoon, and—

Her ears perked up. Was that someone at the door? Her
room was at the front of the house, so she could generally
hear when someone was entering or exiting. Hyacinth got
up and went to the window, peeking out from behind the
curtains to see if she could see anyone on the front step.

Nothing.

She went to the door and opened it just enough to listen.

Nothing.

She stepped into the hall, her heart pounding with an-
ticipation. Truly, there was no reason to be nervous, but
she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Gareth, and
the diamonds, and—

“Eh, Hyacinth, what’re you doing?”’

She nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Sorry,” said her brother Gregory, not sounding sorry
at all. He was standing behind her, or rather he had been,
before she’d whirled around in surprise. He looked
slightly disheveled, his reddish brown hair windblown
and cut just a touch too long.

“Don’t do that,” she said, placing her hand over her
heart, as if that might possibly calm it down.
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He just crossed his arms and leaned one shoulder
against the wall. “It’s what I do best,” he said with a
grin.

“Not something I’d brag about,” Hyacinth returned.

He ignored the insult, instead brushing an imaginary
piece of lint off the sleeve of his riding coat. “What has
you skulking about?”

“I’m not skulking.”

“Of course you are. It’s what you do best.”

She scowled at him, even though she ought to have
known better. Gregory was two and a half years her elder,
and he lived to vex her. He always had. The two of them
were a bit cut off from the rest of the family, in terms of
age. Gregory was almost four years younger than
Francesca, and a full ten from Colin, the next youngest
son. As a result, he and Hyacinth had always been a bit on
their own, a bit of a duo.

A bickering, poking, frog-in-the-bed sort of duo, but a
duo nonetheless, and even though they had outgrown the
worst of their pranks, neither seemed able to resist
needling the other.

“I thought I heard someone come in,” Hyacinth said.

He smiled blandly. “It was me.”

“I realize that now.” She placed her hand on the door-
knob and pulled. “If you will excuse me.”

“You’re in a snit today.”

“I’'m not in a snit.”

“Of course you are. It's—"

“Not what I do best.” Hyacinth ground out.

He grinned. “You’re definitely in a snit.”

“I'm—" She clamped her teeth together. She was not
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going to descend to the behavior of a three-year-old. “I

am going back into my room now. I have a book to read.”
But before she could make her escape, she heard him

say, “I saw you with Gareth St. Clair the other night.”

Hyacinth froze. Surely he couldn’t have known . . . No
one had seen them. She was sure of that.

“At Bridgerton House,” Gregory continued. “Off in the
corner of the ballroom.”

Hyacinth let out a long, quiet breath before turning
back around.

Gregory was looking at her with a casual, offhand
smile, but Hyacinth could tell that there was something
more to his expression, a certain shrewd look in his eye.

Most of his behavior to the contrary, her brother was
not stupid. And he seemed to think it was his role in life
to watch over his younger sister. Probably because he was
the second youngest, and she was the only one with
whom he could try to assume a superior role. The rest
certainly would not have stood for it.

“I'm friends with his grandmother,” Hyacinth said,
since it seemed nicely neutral and dull. ““You know that.”

He shrugged. It was a gesture they shared, and some-
times Hyacinth felt she was looking in a mirror, which
seemed mad, since he was a full foot taller than she was.

“You certainly looked to be in deep conversation about
something,” he said.

“It was nothing in which you’d be interested.”

One of his brows arched annoyingly up. “I might sur-
prise you.”

“You rarely do.”

“Are you setting your cap for him?”
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“That’s none of your business,” she said tartly.

Gregory looked triumphant. “Then you are.”

Hyacinth lifted her chin, looking her brother squarely
in the eye. “I don’t know,” she said, since despite their
constant bickering, he probably knew her better than any-
one else in the world. And he’d know it for certain if she
were lying.

Either that, or he would torture her until the truth
slipped out, anyway.

Gregory’s brows disappeared under the fringe of his
hair, which, admittedly, was too long and constantly
falling in his eyes. “Really?” he asked. “Well, that is
news.”

“For your ears only,” Hyacinth warned, ““and it’s not re-
ally news. I haven’t decided yet.”

“Still.”

“I mean this, Gregory,” Hyacinth said. “Don’t make
me regret confiding in you.”

“Ye of little faith.”

He sounded far too flip for her comfort. Hands on hips,
she said, “I only told you this because very occasionally
you're not a complete idiot and despite all common
sense, I do love you.”

His face sobered, and she was reminded that despite
her brother’s asinine (in her opinion) attempts to appear
the jaunty wastrel, he was actually quite intelligent and in
possession of a heart of gold.

A devious heart of gold.

“And don’t forget,” Hyacinth felt it was necessary to
add, “that I said maybe.”

His brows came together. “Did you?”
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“If I didn’t, then I meant to.”

He motioned magnanimously with his hand. “If there’s
anything I can do.”

“Nothing,” she said firmly, horrifying visions of Greg-
ory’s meddling floating through her mind. “Absolutely
nothing. Please.”

“Surely a waste of my talents.”

“Gregory!”

“Well,” he said with an affected sigh, “you have my ap-
proval, at least.”

“Why?” Hyacinth asked suspiciously.

“It would be an excellent match,” he continued. “If
nothing else, think of the children.”

She knew she’d regret it, but still she had to ask. “What
children?”

He grinned. “The lovely lithping children you could
have together. Garethhhh and Hyathinthhhh. Hyathinth
and Gareth. And the thublime Thinclair tots.”

Hyacinth stared at him like he was an idiot.

Which he was, she was quite certain of it.

She shook her head. “How on earth Mother managed
to give birth to seven perfectly normal children and one
freak is beyond me.”

“Thith way to the nurthery.” Gregory laughed as she
headed back into the room. “With the thcrumptious little
Tharah and Thamuel Thinclair. Oh, yeth, and don’t forget
wee little Thuthannah!”

Hyacinth shut the door in his face, but the wood wasn’t
thick enough to block his parting shot.

“You’re such an easy mark, Hy.” And then: “Don’t for-
get to come down for tea.”
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Omne bour later. Gareth is about to learn what it
means to belong to a large family.
For better or for worthe.

“Miss Bridgerton is taking tea,” said the butler, once
he’d allowed Gareth admittance to the front hall of
Number Five.

Gareth followed the butler down the hall to same rose-
and-cream sitting room in which he’d met Hyacinth the
week before.

Good God, was it just one week? It felt a lifetime ago.

Ah, well. Skulking about, breaking the law, and very
nearly ruining the reputation of a proper young lady did
tend to age a man before his time.

The butler stepped into the room, intoned Gareth’s
name, and moved to the side so that he could walk in.

“Mr. St. Clair!”

Gareth turned with surprise to face Hyacinth’s mother,
who was sitting on a striped sofa, setting her teacup down
in its saucer. He didn’t know why he was surprised to see
Violet Bridgerton; it certainly stood to reason that she
would be home at this time in the afternoon. But for what-
ever reason, he had only pictured Hyacinth on the way over.

“Lady Bridgerton,” he said, turning to her with a polite
bow. “How lovely to see you.”

“Have you met my son?” she asked.

Son? Gareth hadn’t even realized anyone else was in
the room.

“My brother Gregory,” came Hyacinth’s voice. She
was sitting across from her mother, on a matching sofa.
She tilted her head toward the window, where Gregory
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Bridgerton stood, assessing him with a scary little half
smile.

The smirk of an older brother, Gareth realized. It was
probably exactly how he would look if he’d had a
younger sister to torture and protect.

“We’ve met,” Gregory said.

Gareth nodded. They had crossed paths from time to
time about town and had, in fact, been students at Eton at
the same time. But Gareth was several years older, so
they had never known each other well. “Bridgerton,”
Gareth murmured, giving the younger man a nod.

Gregory moved across the room and plopped himself
down next to his sister. “It’s good to see you,” he said, di-
recting his words at Gareth. “Hyacinth says you’re her spe-
cial friend.”

“Gregory!” Hyacinth exclaimed. She turned quickly to
Gareth. “I said no such thing.”

“I’m heartbroken,” Gareth said.

Hyacinth looked at him with a slightly peeved expres-
sion, then turned to her brother with a hissed, “Stop it.”

“Won’t you have tea, Mr. St. Clair?” Lady Bridgerton
asked, glossing right over her children’s squabbling as if
it wasn’t occurring right across from her. “It is a special
blend of which I am particularly fond.”

“I would be delighted.” Gareth sat in the same chair he
had chosen last time, mostly because it put the most room
between him and Gregory, although in truth, he didn’t
know which Bridgerton was most likely to accidentally
spill scalding tea on his lap.

But it was an odd position. He was at the short end of
the low, center table, and with all the Bridgertons on the
sofas, it almost felt as if he were seated at its head.
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“Milk?” Lady Bridgerton asked.

“Thank you,” Gareth replied. “No sugar, if you please.”

“Hyacinth takes hers with three,” Gregory said, reach-
ing for a piece of shortbread.

“Why,” Hyacinth ground out, “would he care?”

“Well,” Gregory replied, taking a bite and chewing,
“he is your special friend.”

“He’s not—" She turned to Gareth. “Ignore him.”

There was something rather annoying about being con-
descended to by a man of lesser years, but at the same
time Gregory seemed to be doing an excellent job of vex-
ing Hyacinth, an endeavor of which Gareth could only
approve.

So he decided to stay out of it and instead turned back
to Lady Bridgerton, who was, as it happened, the closest
person to him, anyway. “And how are you this after-
noon?” he asked.

Lady Bridgerton gave him a very small smile as she
handed him his cup of tea. “Smart man,” she murmured.

“It’s self-preservation, really,” he said noncommittally.

“Don’t say that. They wouldn’t hurt you.”

“No, but I'm sure to be injured in the cross fire.”

Gareth heard a little gasp. When he looked over at Hy-
acinth, she was glaring daggers in his direction. Her
brother was grinning.

“Sorry,” he said, mostly because he thought he should.
He certainly didn’t mean it.

“You don’t come from a large family, do you, Mr. St.
Clair?” Lady Bridgerton asked.

“No,” he said smoothly, taking a sip of his tea, which
was of excellent quality. “Just myself and my brother.”
He stopped, blinking against the rush of sadness that
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washed over him every time he thought of George, then
finished with: “He passed on late last year.”

“Oh,” Lady Bridgerton said, her hand coming to her
mouth. “I'm so sorry. I'd forgotten completely. Please
forgive me. And accept my deepest sympathies.”

Her apology was so artless, and her condolences so sin-
cere, that Gareth almost felt the need to comfort her. He
looked at her, right into her eyes, and he realized that she
understood.

Most people hadn’t. His friends had all patted him awk-
wardly on the back and said they were sorry, but they
hadn’t understood. Grandmother Danbury had, perhaps—
she’d grieved for George, too. But that was somehow dif-
ferent, probably because he and his grandmother were so
close. Lady Bridgerton was almost a stranger, and yet, she
cared.

It was touching, and almost disconcerting. Gareth
couldn’t remember the last time anyone had said some-
thing to him and meant it.

Except for Hyacinth, of course. She always meant
what she said. But at the same time, she never laid herself
bare, never made herself vulnerable.

He glanced over at her. She was sitting up straight, her
hands folded neatly in her lap, watching him with a curi-
ous expression.

He couldn’t fault her, he supposed. He was the exact
same way.

“Thank you,” he said, turning back to Lady Bridger-
ton. “George was an exceptional brother, and the world is
poorer for his loss.”

Lady Bridgerton was silent for a moment, and then, as
if she could read his mind, she smiled and said, “But you
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do not wish to dwell on this now. We shall speak of some-
thing else.”

Gareth looked at Hyacinth. She was holding herself still,
but he could see her chest rise and fall in a long, impatient
breath. She had worked on the translation, of that he had no
doubt, and she surely wished to tell him what she’d learned.

Gareth carefully suppressed a smile. He was quite cer-
tain that Hyacinth would have feigned death if that would
somehow have gotten them an interview alone.

“Lady Danbury speaks very highly of you,” Lady
Bridgerton said.

Gareth turned back to her. “I am fortunate to be her
grandson.”

“I have always liked your grandmother,” Lady
Bridgerton said, sipping at her tea. “I know she scares
half of London—"

“Oh, more than that,” Gareth said genially.

Lady Bridgerton chuckled. “So she would hope.”

“Indeed.”

“I, however, have always found her to be quite charm-
ing,” Lady Bridgerton said. “A breath of fresh air, really.
And, of course, a very shrewd and sound judge of char-
acter.”

“I shall pass along your regards.”

“She speaks very highly of you,” Lady Bridgerton said.

She’d repeated herself. Gareth wasn’t sure if it was ac-
cidental or deliberate, but either way, she couldn’t have
been more clear if she had taken him aside and offered
him money to propose to her daughter.

Of course, she did not know that his father was not ac-
tually Lord St. Clair, or that he did not in fact know who
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his father was. As lovely and generous as Hyacinth’s
mother was, Gareth rather doubted that she’d be working
so hard to bring him up to scratch if she knew that he
most probably carried the blood of a footman.

“My grandmother speaks highly of you as well,”
Gareth said to Lady Bridgerton. “Which is quite a com-
pliment, as she rarely speaks highly of anyone.”

“Except for Hyacinth,” Gregory Bridgerton put in.

Gareth turned. He’d almost forgotten the younger man
was there. “Of course,” he said smoothly. “My grand-
mother adores your sister.”

Gregory turned to Hyacinth. “Do you still read to her
each Wednesday?”

“Tuesday,” Hyacinth corrected.

“Oh. Thorry.”

Gareth blinked. Did Hyacinth’s brother have a lisp?

“Mr. St. Clair,” Hyacinth said, after what Gareth was
quite certain was an elbow in her brother’s ribs.

“Yes?” he murmured, mostly just to be kind. She’d
paused in her speech, and he had a feeling she’d uttered
his name without first thinking of something to ask him.

“I understand that you are an accomplished swords-
man,” she finally said.

He eyed her curiously. Where was she going with this?
“I like to fence, yes,” he replied.

“I have always wanted to learn.”

“Good God,” Gregory grunted.

“I would be quite good at it,” she protested.

“I’'m sure you would,” her brother replied, “which is
why you should never be allowed within thirty feet of a
sword.” He turned to Gareth. “She’s quite diabolical.”
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“Yes, I'd noticed,” Gareth murmured, deciding that
maybe there might be a bit more to Hyacinth’s brother
than he had thought.

Gregory shrugged, reaching for a piece of shortbread.
“It’s probably why we can’t seem to get her married off.”

“Gregory!” This came from Hyacinth, but that was
only because Lady Bridgerton had excused herself and
followed one of the footmen into the hall.

“It’s a compliment!” Gregory protested. “Haven’t you
waited your entire life for me to agree that you’re smarter
than any of the poor fools who have attempted to court
you?”

“You might find it difficult to believe,” Hyacinth shot
back, “but I haven’t been going to bed each night thinking
to myself—Oh, I do wish my brother would offer me some-
thing that passes for a compliment in his twisted mind.”

Gareth choked on his tea.

Gregory turned to Gareth. “Do you see why I call her
diabolical?”

“I refuse to comment,” Gareth said.

“Look who is here!” came Lady Bridgerton’s voice. And
just in time, Gareth thought. Ten more seconds, and Hy-
acinth would have quite cheerfully murdered her brother.

Gareth turned to the doorway and immediately rose to
his feet. Behind Lady Bridgerton stood one of Hyacinth’s
older sisters, the one who had married a duke. Or at least
he thought that was the one. They all looked vexingly
alike, and he couldn’t be sure.

“Daphne!” Hyacinth said. “Come sit by me.”

“There’s no room next to you,” Daphne said, blinking
in confusion.
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“There will be,” Hyacinth said with cheerful venom,
“as soon as Gregory gets up.”

Gregory made a great show of offering his seat to his
older sister.

“Children,” Lady Bridgerton said with a sigh as she re-
took her seat. “I am never quite certain if I'm glad I had
them.”

But no one could ever have mistaken the humor in her
voice for anything other than love. Gareth found himself
rather charmed. Hyacinth’s brother was a bit of a pest, or
at least he was when Hyacinth was in the vicinity, and the
few times he’d heard more than two Bridgertons in the
same conversation, they had talked all over each other
and rarely resisted the impulse to trade sly jibes.

But they loved each other. Beneath the noise, it was
startlingly clear.

“It is good to see you, your grace,” Gareth said to the
young duchess, once she’d seated herself next to Hyacinth.

“Please, call me Daphne,” she said with a sunny smile.
“There is no need to be so formal if you are a friend of
Hyacinth’s. Besides,” she said, taking a cup and pouring
herself some tea, “I cannot feel like a duchess in my
mother’s sitting room.”

“What do you feel like, then?”

“Hmmm.” She took a sip of her tea. “Just Daphne
Bridgerton, I suppose. It’s difficult to shed the surname in
this clan. In spirit, that is.”

“I hope that is a compliment,” Lady Bridgerton re-
marked.

Daphne just smiled at her mother. “I shall never escape
you, I’'m afraid.” She turned to Gareth. “There is nothing
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like one’s family to make one feel like one has never
grown up.”

Gareth thought about his recent encounter with the
baron and said, with perhaps more feeling than he ought
to make verbal, “I know precisely what you mean.”

“Yes,” the duchess said, “I expect you do.”

Gareth said nothing. His estrangement from the baron
was certainly common enough knowledge, even if the
reason for it was not.

“How are the children, Daphne?” Lady Bridgerton asked.

“Mischievous as always. David wants a puppy, prefer-
ably one that will grow to the size of a small pony, and
Caroline is desperate to return to Benedict’s.” She sipped
at her tea and turned to Gareth. “My daughter spent three
weeks with my brother and his family last month. He has
been giving her drawing lessons.”

“He is an accomplished artist, is he not?”

“Two paintings in the National Gallery,” Lady Bridger-
ton said, beaming with pride.

“He rarely comes to town, though,” Hyacinth said.

“He and his wife prefer the quiet of the country,” her
mother said. But there was a very faint edge to her voice.
A firmness meant to indicate that she did not wish to dis-
cuss the matter any further.

At least not in front of Gareth.

Gareth tried to recall if he had ever heard some sort of
scandal attached to Benedict Bridgerton. He didn’t think
so, but then again, Gareth was at least a decade his junior,
and if there was something untoward in his past, it would
probably have occurred before Gareth had moved to town.

He glanced over at Hyacinth to see her reaction to her
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mother’s words. It hadn’t been a scolding, not exactly, but
it was clear that she’d wanted to stop Hyacinth from
speaking further.

But if Hyacinth took offense, she wasn’t showing it.
She turned her attention to the window and was staring
out, her brows pulled slightly together as she blinked.

“Is it warm out of doors?” she asked, turning to her sis-
ter. “It looks sunny.”

“It is quite,” Daphne said, sipping her tea. “I walked
over from Hastings House.”

“I should love to go for a walk,” Hyacinth announced.

It took Gareth only a second to recognize his cue. “I
would be delighted to escort you, Miss Bridgerton.”

“Would you?”” Hyacinth said with a dazzling smile.

“I was out this morning,” Lady Bridgerton said. “The
crocuses are in bloom in the park. A bit past the Guard
House.”

Gareth almost smiled. The Guard House was at the far
end of Hyde Park. It would take half the afternoon to get
there and back.

He rose to his feet and offered her his arm. “Shall we
see the crocuses then?”

“That would be delightful.” Hyacinth stood. “I just
need to fetch my maid to accompany us.”

Gregory pushed himself off the windowsill, upon
which he’d been leaning. “Perhaps I'll come along, too,”
he said.

Hyacinth threw him a glare.

“Or perhaps I won’t,” he murmured.

“I need you here, in any case,” Lady Bridgerton said.

“Really?” Gregory smiled innocently. “Why?”
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“Because I do,” she ground out.

Gareth turned to Gregory. “Your sister will be safe
with me,” he said. “T give you my vow.”

“Oh, I have no worries on that score,” Gregory said
with a bland smile. “The real question is—will you be
safe with her?”

It was a good thing, Gareth later reflected, that Hy-
acinth had already quit the room to fetch her coat and her
maid. She probably would have killed her brother on the
spot.
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A quarter of an bour later. Hyacinth is completely
unaware that ber life is about to change.

M7/ ““Your maid is discreet?” Gareth asked, just as
soon as he and Hyacinth were standing on the pavement
outside of Number Five.

“Oh, don’t worry about Frances,” Hyacinth said, ad-
justing her gloves. “She and I have an understanding.”

He lifted his brows in an expression of lazy humor.
“Why do those words, coming from your lips, strike ter-
ror in my soul?”

“I'm sure I don’t know,” Hyacinth said blithely, “but I
can assure you that she won’t come within twenty feet of
us while we’re strolling. We have only to stop and get her
a tin of peppermints.”

“Peppermints?”

“She’s easily bribed,” Hyacinth explained, looking
back at Frances, who had already assumed the requisite
distance to the couple and was now looking quite bored.
“All the best maids are.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Gareth murmured.

“That 1 find difficult to believe,” Hyacinth said. He
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had probably bribed maids all across London. Hyacinth
couldn’t imagine that he could have made it to his age,
with his reputation, and not have had an affair with a
woman who wanted it kept secret.

He smiled inscrutably. “A gentleman never tells.”

Hyacinth decided not to pursue the topic any further.
Not, of course, because she wasn’t curious, but rather be-
cause she thought he’d meant what he’d said, and he wasn’t
going to spill any secrets, delicious though they might be.

And really, why waste one’s energy if one was going to
get nowhere?

“I thought we would never escape,” she said, once they’d
reached the end of her street. “I have much to tell you.”

He turned to her with obvious interest. “Were you able
to translate the note?”

Hyacinth glanced behind her. She knew she’d said
Frances would remain far in back, but it was always good
to check, especially as Gregory was no stranger to the
concept of bribery, either.

“Yes,” she said, once she was satisfied that they would
not be overheard. “Well, most of it, at least. Enough to
know that we need to focus our search in the library.”

Gareth chuckled.

“Why is that funny?”

“Isabella was a great deal sharper than she let on. If
she’d wanted to pick a room that her husband was not
likely to enter, she could not have done better than the li-
brary. Except for the bedroom, I suppose, but’—he
turned and gazed down at her with an annoyingly pater-
nalistic glance—*that’s not a topic for your ears.”

“Stuffy man,” she muttered.
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“Not an accusation that is often flung my way,” he said
with a slightly amused smile, “but clearly you bring out
the best in me.”

He was so patently sarcastic that Hyacinth could do
nothing but scowl.

“The library, you say,” Gareth mused, after taking a
moment to enjoy Hyacinth’s distress. “It makes perfect
sense. My father’s father was no intellectual.”

“I hope that means he didn’t possess very many
books,” Hyacinth said with a frown. “I suspect that she
left another clue tucked into one.”

“No such luck,” Gareth said with a grimace. “My grand-
father might not have been fond of books, but he did care a
great deal about appearances, and no self-respecting baron
would have a house without a library, or a library without
books.”

Hyacinth let out a groan. “It will take all night to go
through an entire library of books.”

He gave her a sympathetic smile, and something flut-
tered in her stomach. She opened her mouth to speak, but
all she did was inhale, and she couldn’t shake the oddest
feeling that she was surprised.

But by what, she had no idea.

“Perhaps, once you see what’s there, something will
suddenly make sense,” Gareth said. He did a little one-
shouldered shrug as he steered them around the corner
and onto Park Lane. “That sort of thing happens to me all
the time. Usually when I least expect it.”

Hyacinth nodded in agreement, still a little unsettled by
the strange, light-headed sensation that had just washed
over her. “That’s exactly what I've been hoping might
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happen,” she said, forcing herself to reaffix her focus onto
the matter at hand. “But Isabella was rather cryptic, I'm
afraid. Or...I don’t know . .. perhaps she wasn’t delib-
erately cryptic, and it’s just because I can’t translate all the
words. But I do think that we may assume that we will find
not the diamonds but instead another clue.”

“Why is that?”

She nodded thoughtfully as she spoke. “I’'m almost
certain that we must look in the library, specifically in a
book. And I don’t see how she would have fit diamonds
between the pages.”

“She could have hollowed the book out. Created a hid-
ing spot.”

Her breath caught. “I never thought of that,” she said,
her eyes widening with excitement. “We will need to re-
double our efforts. I think—although I’'m not certain—
that the book will be one of a scientific topic.”

He nodded. “That will narrow things down. It’s been
some time since I was in the library at Clair House, but I
don’t recall there being much in the way of scientific
treatises.”

Hyacinth screwed up her mouth a little as she tried to re-
call the precise words in the clue. “It was something hav-
ing to do with water. But I don’t think it was biological.”

“Excellent work,” he said, “and if I haven’t said so,
thank you.”

Hyacinth almost stumbled, so unexpected was his
compliment. “You’re welcome,” she replied, once she’d
gotten over her initial surprise. “I’'m happy to do it. To be
honest, I don’t know what I will do with myself when this
is all over. The diary is truly a lovely distraction.”
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“What is it you need to be distracted from?”” he asked.

Hyacinth thought about that for a moment. “I don’t
know,” she finally said. She looked up at him, feeling
her brows come together as her eyes found his. “Isn’t
that sad?”

He shook his head, and this time when he smiled, it
wasn’t condescending, and it wasn’t even dry. It was just
a smile. “I suspect it’s rather normal,” he said.

But she wasn’t so convinced. Until the excitement over
the diary and the search for the jewels had entered her
life, she hadn’t noticed how very much her days had been
pressed into a mold. The same things, the same people,
the same food, the same sights.

She hadn’t even realized how desperately she wanted a
change.

Maybe that was another curse to lay at the feet of Is-
abella Marinzoli St. Clair. Maybe she hadn’t even wanted
a change before she’d begun translating the diary. Maybe
she hadn’t known to want one.

But now . . . After this . . .

She had a feeling that nothing would ever be the same.

“When shall we return to Clair House?” she asked, ea-
ger to change the subject.

He sighed. Or maybe it was a groan. “I don’t suppose
you’d take it well if I said I was going alone.”

“Very badly,” she confirmed.

“I suspected as much.” He gave her a sideways glance.
“Is everyone in your family as obstinate as you?”

“No,” she said quite freely, “although they do come
close. My sister Eloise, especially. You haven’t met her.
And Gregory.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a beast.”
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“Why do I suspect that whatever he’s done to you,
you’ve returned in kind, and then in tenfold?”

She cocked her head to the side, trying to look terribly
dry and sophisticated. “Are you saying you don’t believe
I can turn the other cheek?”

“Not for a second.”

“Very well, it’s true,” she said with a shrug. She wasn’t
going to be able to carry on that ruse for very long, any-
way. “I can’t sit still in a sermon, either.”

He grinned. “Neither can 1.”

“Liar,” she accused. “You don’t even try. I have it on
the best authority that you never go to church.”

“The best authorities are watching out for me?” He
smiled faintly. “How reassuring.”

“Your grandmother.”

“Ah,” he said. “That explains it. Would you believe that
my soul is already well past redemption?”

“Absolutely,” she said, “but that’s no reason to make
the rest of us suffer.”

He looked at her with a wicked glint in his eye. “Is it
that deep a torture to be at church without my calming
presence?”

“You know what I meant,” she said. “It’s not fair that I
should have to attend when you do not.”

“Since when are we such a pair that it’s tit for tat for
us?” he queried.

That stopped her short. Verbally, at least.

And he obviously couldn’t resist teasing her further,
because he said, “Your family certainly wasn’t very sub-
tle about it.”

“Oh,” she said, barely resisting a groan. “That.”

“That?”
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“Them.”

“They’re not so bad,” he said.

“No,” she agreed. “But they are an acquired taste. |
suppose I should apologize.”

“No need,” he murmured, but she suspected it was just
an automatic platitude.

Hyacinth sighed. She was rather used to her family’s
often desperate attempts to get her married off, but she
could see where it might be a bit unsettling for the poor
man in question. “If it makes you feel better,” she said,
giving him a sympathetic glance, “you’re hardly the first
gentleman they’ve tried to foist me upon.”

“How charmingly put.”

“Although if you think about it,” she said, “it is actually
to our advantage if they do think we might make a match
of it.”

“How is that?”

She thought furiously. She still wasn’t sure if she
wished to set her cap for him, but she was sure that she
didn’t want him to think that she had. Because if he did,
and then he rejected her . . . well, nothing could be more
brutal.

Or heartbreaking.

“Well,” she said, making it up as she went along, “we
are going to need to spend a great deal of time in each
other’s company, at least until we finish with the diary. If
my family thinks there might be a church at the end of the
journey, they are far less likely to quibble.”

He appeared to consider that. To Hyacinth’s surprise,
however, he didn’t speak, which meant that she had to.

“The truth is,” she said, trying to sound very offhand
and unconcerned, “they’re mad to get me off their hands.”
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“I don’t think you’re being fair to your family,” he said
softly.

Hyacinth’s lips parted with astonishment. There was
an edge to his voice, something serious and unexpected.
“Oh,” she said, blinking as she tried to come up with a
suitable comment. “Well . . .”

He turned, and there was a strange, intense light in his
eyes as he said, “You’re quite lucky to have them.”

She felt suddenly uncomfortable. Gareth was looking
at her with such intensity—it was as if the world were
dropping away around them, and they were only in Hyde
Park for heaven’s sake, talking about her family . . .

“Well, yes,” she finally said.

When Gareth spoke, his tone was sharp. “They only
love you and want what’s best for you.”

“Are you saying you’re what’s best for me?”” Hyacinth
teased. Because she had to tease. She didn’t know how
else to react to his strange mood. Anything else would re-
veal too much.

And maybe her joke would force him to reveal some-
thing instead.

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” he said hotly.

Hyacinth stepped back. “I'm sorry,” she said, bewil-
dered by his reaction.

But he wasn’t done. He looked at her squarely, his eyes
flashing with something she’d never seen there before.
“You should count your blessings that you come from a
large and loving family.”

“I'do. I—"

“Do you have any idea how many people I have in this
world?” he cut in. He moved forward, closing in on her un-
til he was uncomfortably close. “Do you?” he demanded.
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“One. Just one,” he said, not waiting for her reply. “My
grandmother. And I would lay down my life for her.”

Hyacinth had never seen this sort of passion in him,
hadn’t even dreamed he possessed it. He was normally so
calm, so unflappable. Even that night at Bridgerton
House, when he’d been upset by his encounter with his
father, there had still been a certain air of levity about
him. And then she realized what it was about him, what
had set him apart . . . He was never quite serious.

Until now.

She couldn’t tear her eyes from his face, even as he
turned away, leaving her only his profile. He was staring
at some distant spot on the horizon, some tree or some
bush that he probably couldn’t even identify.

“Do you know what it means to be alone?” he asked
softly, still not looking at her. “Not for an hour, not for an
evening, but just to know, to absolutely know that in a few
years, you will have no one.”

She opened her mouth to say no, of course not, but
then she realized that there had been no question mark at
the end of his statement.

She waited, because she did not know what to say. And
then because she recognized that if she said something, if
she tried to imply that she did understand, the moment
would be lost, and she would never know what he’d been
thinking.

And as she stood there, staring at his face as he lost
himself in his thoughts, she realized that she desperately
wanted to know what he was thinking.

“Mr. St. Clair?” she finally whispered, after a full
minute had ticked away. “Gareth?”

She saw his lips move before she heard his voice. One
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corner tilted up in a mocking smile, and she had the
strangest sense that he’d accepted his own bad luck, that he
was ready to embrace it and revel in it, because if he tried
to smash it, he was simply going to have his heart broken.

“I would give the world to have one more person for
whom I would lay down my life,” he said.

And then Hyacinth realized that some things did come
in a flash. And there were some things one simply knew
without possessing the ability to explain them.

Because in that moment she knew that she was going
to marry this man.

No one else would do.

Gareth St. Clair knew what was important. He was
funny, he was dry, he could be arrogantly mocking, but he
knew what was important.

And Hyacinth had never realized before just how im-
portant that was to her.

Her lips parted as she watched him. She wanted to say
something, to do something. She’d finally realized just
what it was she wanted in life, and it felt like she ought to
leap in with both feet, work toward her goal and make
sure she got it.

But she was frozen, speechless as she gazed at his pro-
file. There was something in the way he was holding his
jaw. He looked bleak, haunted. And Hyacinth had the
most overpowering impulse to reach out and touch him,
to let her fingers brush against his cheek, to smooth his
hair where the dark blond strands of his queue rested
against the collar of his coat.

But she didn’t. She wasn’t that courageous.

He turned suddenly, his eyes meeting hers with enough
force and clarity to take her breath away. And she had the
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oddest sense that she was only just now seeing the man
beneath the surface.

“Shall we return?” he asked, and his voice was light
and disappointingly back to normal.

Whatever had happened between them, it had passed.

“Of course,” Hyacinth said. Now wasn’t the time to
press him. “When do you wish to return to Clair . . .” Her
words trailed off. Gareth had stiffened, and his eyes were
focused sharply over her shoulder.

Hyacinth turned around to see what had grabbed his
attention.

Her breath caught. His father was walking down the
path, coming straight toward them.

She looked quickly around. They were on the less fash-
ionable side of the park, and as such, it wasn’t terribly
crowded. She could see a few members of the fon across
the clearing, but none was close enough to overhear a
conversation, provided that Gareth and his father were
able to remain civil.

Hyacinth looked again from one St. Clair gentleman to
the other, and she realized that she had never seen them
together before.

Half of her wanted to pull Gareth to the side and avoid
a scene, and half was dying of curiosity. If they stayed
put, and she was finally able to witness their interaction,
she might finally learn the cause of their estrangement.

But it wasn’t up to her. It had to be Gareth’s decision.
“Do you want to go?” she asked him, keeping her voice
low.

His lips parted slowly as his chin rose a fraction of an
inch. “No,” he said, his voice strangely contemplative.
“It’s a public park.”
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Hyacinth looked from Gareth to his father and back,
her head bobbing, she was sure, like a badly wielded ten-
nis ball. “Are you certain?” she asked, but he didn’t hear
her. She didn’t think he would have heard a cannon going
off right by his ear, so focused was he on the man am-
bling too casually toward them.

“Father,” Gareth said, giving him an oily smile. “How
pleasant to see you.”

A look of revulsion passed across Lord St. Clair’s face
before he suppressed it. “Gareth,” he said, his voice even,
correct, and in Hyacinth’s opinion, utterly bloodless.
“How . ..odd. .. to see you here with Miss Bridgerton.”

Hyacinth’s head jerked with surprise. He had said her
name too deliberately. She hadn’t expected to be drawn
into their war, but it seemed that somehow it had already
happened.

“Have you met my father?” Gareth drawled, directing
the question to her even as his eyes did not leave the
baron’s face.

“We have been introduced,” Hyacinth replied.

“Indeed,” Lord St. Clair said, taking her hand and
bending over to kiss her gloved knuckles. “You are al-
ways charming, Miss Bridgerton.”

Which was enough to prove to Hyacinth that they were
definitely talking about something else, because she knew
she wasn’t always charming.

“Do you enjoy my son’s company?” Lord St. Clair
asked her, and Hyacinth noticed that once again, some-
one was asking her a question without actually looking at
her.

“Of course,” she said, her eyes flitting back and forth
between the two men. “He is a most entertaining com-
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panion.” And then, because she couldn’t resist, she added,
“You must be very proud of him.”

That got the baron’s attention, and he turned to her, his
eyes dancing with something that wasn’t quite humor.
“Proud,” he murmured, his lips curving into a half smile
that she thought was rather like Gareth’s. “It’s an inter-
esting adjective.”

“Rather straightforward, I would think,” Hyacinth said
coolly.

“Nothing is ever straightforward with my father,”
Gareth said.

The baron’s eyes went hard. “What my son means to
say is that I am able to see the nuance in a situation . . .
when one exists.” He turned to Hyacinth. “Sometimes,
my dear Miss Bridgerton, the matters at hand are quite
clearly black and white.”

Her lips parted as she glanced to Gareth and then back
at his father. What the devil were they falking about?

Gareth’s hand on her arm tightened, but when he
spoke, his voice was light and casual. Too casual. “For
once my father and I are in complete agreement. Very of-
ten one can view the world with complete clarity.”

“Right now, perhaps?” the baron murmured.

Well, no, Hyacinth wanted to blurt out. As far as she
was concerned, this was the most abstract and muddied
conversation of her life. But she held her tongue. Partly
because it really wasn’t her place to speak, but also partly
because she didn’t want to do anything to halt the unfold-
ing scene.

She turned to Gareth. He was smiling, but his eyes
were cold. “I do believe my opinions right now are clear,”
he said softly.
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And then quite suddenly the baron shifted his attention
to Hyacinth. “What about you, Miss Bridgerton?” he
asked. “Do you see things in black and white, or is your
world painted in shades of gray?”

“It depends,” she replied, lifting her chin until she was
able to look him evenly in the eye. Lord St. Clair was tall,
as tall as Gareth, and he looked to be healthy and fit. His
face was pleasing and surprisingly youthful, with blue
eyes and high, wide cheekbones.

But Hyacinth disliked him on sight. There was some-
thing angry about him, something underhanded and cruel.

And she didn’t like how he made Gareth feel.

Not that Gareth had said anything to her, but it was
clear as day on his face, in his voice, even in the way he
held his chin.

“A very politic answer, Miss Bridgerton,” the baron
said, giving her a little nod of salute.

“How funny,” she replied. “I’m not often politic.”

“No, you’re not, are you?” he murmured. “You do have
arather . . . candid reputation.”

Hyacinth’s eyes narrowed. “It is well deserved.”

The baron chuckled. “Just make certain you are in pos-
session of all of your information before you form your
opinions, Miss Bridgerton. Or”—his head moved
slightly, causing his gaze to angle onto her face in
strange, sly manner— ‘before you make any decisions.”

Hyacinth opened her mouth to give him a stinging
retort—one that she hoped she’d be able to make up as
she went along, since she still had no idea just what he
was warning her about. But before she could speak,
Gareth’s grip on her forearm grew painful.
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“It’s time to go,” he said. “Your family will be expect-
ing you.”

“Do offer them my regards,” Lord St. Clair said, exe-
cuting a smart little bow. “They are good fon, your fam-
ily. I’'m certain they want what’s best for you.”

Hyacinth just stared at him. She had no idea what the
subtext was in this conversation, but clearly she did not
have all the facts. And she hated being left in the dark.

Gareth yanked on her arm, hard, and she realized that
he’d already started walking away. Hyacinth tripped over
a bump in the path as she fell into place at his side. “What
was that all about?” she asked, breathless from trying to
keep up with him. He was striding through the park with
a speed her shorter legs simply could not match.

“Nothing,” he bit off.

“It wasn’t nothing.” She glanced over her shoulder to
see if Lord St. Clair was still behind them. He wasn’t, and
the motion set her off-balance, in any case. She stumbled,
falling against Gareth, who didn’t seem inclined to treat
her with any exceptional tenderness and solicitude. He did
stop, though, just long enough for her to regain her footing.

“It was nothing,” he said, and his voice was sharp and
curt and a hundred other things she’d never thought it
could be.

She shouldn’t have said anything else. She knew she
shouldn’t have said anything else, but she wasn’t always
cautious enough to heed her own warnings, and as he
pulled her along beside him, practically dragging her east
toward Mayfair, she asked, “What are we going to do?”

He stopped, so suddenly that she nearly crashed into
him. “Do?” he echoed. “We?”
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“We,” she confirmed, although her voice didn’t come
out quite as firmly as she’d intended.

“We are not going to do anything,” he said, his voice
sharpening as he spoke. “We are going to walk back to
your house, where we are going to deposit you on your
doorstep, and then we are going to return to my small,
cramped apartments and have a drink.”

“Why do you hate him so much?” Hyacinth asked. Her
voice was soft, but it was direct.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t answer, and then it became
clear that he wasn’t going to answer. It wasn’t her busi-
ness, but oh, how she wished it were.

“Shall I return you, or do you wish to walk with your
maid?” he finally asked.

Hyacinth looked over her shoulder. Frances was still
behind her, standing near a large elm tree. She didn’t look
the least bit bored.

Hyacinth sighed. She was going to need a lot of pep-
permints this time.
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Twenty minutes later, after a long and silent walk.

M7/ 1t was remarkable, Gareth thought with more
than a httle self-loathing, how one encounter with the
baron could ruin a perfectly good day.

And it wasn’t even so much the baron. He couldn’t
stand the man, that was true, but that wasn’t what both-
ered him, what kept him up at night, mentally smacking
himself for his stupidity.

He hated what his father did to him, how one conversa-
tion could turn him into a stranger. Or if not a stranger,
then an astonishingly good facsimile of Gareth William
St. Clair . . . at the age of fifteen. For the love of God, he
was an adult now, a man of twenty-eight. He’d left home
and, one hoped, grown up. He should be able to behave
like an adult when in an interview with the baron. He
shouldn’t feel this way.

He should feel nothing. Nothing.

But it happened every time. He got angry. And snap-
pish. And he said things just for the sake of being provok-
ing. It was rude, and it was immature, and he didn’t know
how to stop it.
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And this time, it had happened in front of Hyacinth.

He had walked her home in silence. He could tell she
wanted to speak. Hell, even if he hadn’t seen it on her
face, he would have known she wanted to speak. Hy-
acinth always wanted to speak. But apparently she did
occasionally know when to leave well enough alone, be-
cause she’d held silent throughout the long walk through
Hyde Park and Mayfair. And now here they were, in
front of her house, Frances the maid still trailing them by
twenty feet.

“I am sorry for the scene in the park,” he said swiftly,
since some kind of apology was in order.

“I don’t think anyone saw,” she replied. “Or at the very
least, I don’t think anyone heard. And it wasn’t your
fault.”

He felt himself smile. Wryly, since that was the only
sort he could manage. It was his fault. Maybe his father
had provoked him, but it was long past time that Gareth
learned to ignore it.

“Will you come in?”” Hyacinth asked.

He shook his head. “T’d best not.”

She looked up at him, her eyes uncommonly serious.
“I would like you to come in,” she said.

It was a simple statement, so bare and plain that he
knew he could not refuse. He gave her a nod, and together
they walked up the steps. The rest of the Bridgertons had
dispersed, so they entered the now-empty rose-and-cream
drawing room. Hyacinth waited near the door until he
reached the seating area, and then she shut it. All the way.

Gareth lifted his brows in question. In some circles, a
closed door was enough to demand marriage.
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“I used to think,” Hyacinth said after a moment, “that
the only thing that would have made my life better was a
father.”

He said nothing.

“Whenever I was angry with my mother,” she contin-
ued, still standing by the door, “or with one of my broth-
ers or sisters, I used to think—If only I had a father.
Everything would be perfect, and he would surely take my
side.” She looked up, and her lips were curved in an en-
dearingly lopsided smile. “He wouldn’t have done, of
course, since I’'m sure that most of the time I was in the
wrong, but it gave me great comfort to think it.”

Gareth still said nothing. All he could do was stand
there and imagine himself a Bridgerton. Picture himself
with all those siblings, all that laughter. And he couldn’t
respond, because it was too painful to think that she’d had
all that and still wanted more.

“I’ve always been jealous of people with fathers,” she
said, “but no longer.”

He turned sharply, his eyes snapping to hers. She re-
turned his gaze with equal directness, and he realized he
couldn’t look away. Not shouldn’t—couldn’t.

“It’s better to have no father at all than to have one
such as yours, Gareth,” she said quietly. “I’'m so sorry.”

And that was his undoing. Here was this girl who had
everything—at least everything he thought he’d ever
wanted—and somehow she still understood.

“I have memories, at least,” she continued, smiling
wistfully. “Or at least the memories others have told to
me. I know who my father was, and I know he was a
good man. He would have loved me if he’d lived. He
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would have loved me without reservations and without
conditions.”

Her lips wobbled into an expression he had never seen
on her before. A little bit quirky, an awful lot self-
deprecating. It was entirely unlike Hyacinth, and for that
reason completely mesmerizing.

“And I know,” she said, letting out a short, staccato
breath, the sort one did when one couldn’t quite believe
what one was saying, “that it’s often rather hard work to
love me.”

And suddenly Gareth realized that some things did
come in a flash. And there were some things one simply
knew without being able to explain them. Because as he
stood there watching her, all he could think was—~No.

No.

It would be rather easy to love Hyacinth Bridgerton.

He didn’t know where the thought had come from, or
what strange corner of his brain had come to that conclu-
sion, because he was quite certain it would be nearly im-
possible to live with her, but somehow he knew that it
wouldn’t be at all difficult to love her.

“I talk too much,” she said.

He’d been lost in his own thoughts. What was she
saying?

“And I’m very opinionated.”

That was true, but what was—

“And I can be an absolute pill when I do not get my
way, although I would like to think that most of the time
I’m reasonably reasonable . . .”

Gareth started to laugh. Good God, she was cata-
loguing all the reasons why she was difficult to love. She
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was right, of course, about all of them, but none of it
seemed to matter. At least not right then.

“What?” she asked suspiciously.

“Be quiet,” he said, crossing the distance between them.

“Why?”

“Just be quiet.”

“But—"

He placed a finger on her lips. “Grant me one favor,”
he said softly, “and don’t say a word.”

Amazingly, she complied.

For a moment he did nothing but look at her. It was so
rare that she was still, that something on her face wasn’t
moving or speaking or expressing an opinion with noth-
ing more than a scrunch of her nose. He just looked at
her, memorizing the way her eyebrows arched into deli-
cate wings and her eyes grew wide under the strain of
keeping quiet. He savored the hot rush of her breath
across his finger, and the funny little sound she made at
the back of her throat without realizing it.

And then he couldn’t help it. He kissed her.

He took her face in his hands, and he lowered his
mouth to hers. The last time he’d been angry, and he’d
seen her as little more than a piece of forbidden fruit, the
one girl his father thought he couldn’t have.

But this time he was going to do it right. This would be
their first kiss.

And it would be one to remember.

His lips were soft, gentle. He waited for her to sigh, for
her body to soften against his. He wouldn’t take until she
made it clear she was ready to give.

And then he would offer himself in return.
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He brushed his mouth against hers, with just enough
friction to feel the texture of her lips, to sense the heat of
her body. He tickled her with his tongue, tender and
sweet, until her lips parted.

And then he tasted her. She was sweet, and she was
warm, and she was returning his kiss with the most de-
vilish mix of innocence and experience he could ever
have imagined. Innocence, because it was quite clear she
didn’t know what she was doing. And experience, be-
cause despite all that, she drove him wild.

He deepened the kiss, his hands sliding down the
length of her back until one rested on the curve of her
bottom and the other at the small of her back. He pulled
her against him, against the rising evidence of his desire.
This was insane. It was mad. They were standing in her
mother’s drawing room, three feet from a door that could
be opened at any moment, by a brother who certainly
would feel no compunction at tearing Gareth apart limb
from limb.

And yet he couldn’t stop.

He wanted her. He wanted all of her.

God help him, he wanted her now.

“Do you like this?” he murmured, his lips moving to
her ear.

He felt her nod, heard her gasp as he took her lobe be-
tween his teeth. It emboldened him, fired him.

“Do you like this?”” he whispered, taking one hand and
bringing it around to the swell of her breast.

She nodded again, this time gasping a tiny little,
“Yes!”

He couldn’t help but smile, nor could he do anything but
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slide his hand inside the folds of her coat, so that the only
thing between his hand and her body was the thin fabric of
her dress.

“You’ll like this even better,” he said wickedly, skim-
ming his palm over her until he felt her nipple harden.

She let out a moan, and he allowed himself even
greater liberties, catching the nub between his fingers,
rolling it just a touch, tweaking it until she moaned again,
and her fingers clutched frantically at his shoulders.

She would be good in bed, he realized with a primitive
satisfaction. She wouldn’t know what she was doing, but
it wouldn’t matter. She’d learn soon enough, and he
would have the time of his life teaching her.

And she would be his.

His.

And then, as his lips found hers again, as his tongue slid
into her mouth and claimed her as his own, he thought—

Why not?

Why not marry her? Why n—

He pulled back, still holding her face in his hands.
Some things needed to be considered with a clear mind,
and the Lord knew that his head wasn’t clear when he
was kissing Hyacinth.

“Did I do something wrong?” she whispered.

He shook his head, unable to do anything but look at her.

“Then wh—"

He quieted her with a firm finger to her lips.

Why not marry her? Everybody seemed to want them
to. His grandmother had been hinting about it for over a
year, and her family was about as subtle as a sledgeham-
mer. Furthermore, he actually rather liked Hyacinth,
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which was more than he could say for most of the
women he’d met during his years as a bachelor. Certainly
she drove him mad half the time, but even with that, he
liked her.

Plus, it was becoming increasingly apparent that he
would not be able to keep his hands off her for very much
longer. Another afternoon like this, and he’d ruin her.

He could picture it, see it in his mind. Not just the two
of them, but all of the people in their lives—her family,
his grandmother.

His father.

Gareth almost laughed aloud. What a boon. He could
marry Hyacinth, which was shaping up in his mind to be
an extremely pleasant endeavor, and at the same time
completely show up the baron.

It would kill him. Absolutely kill him.

But, he thought, letting his fingers trail along the line of
her jaw as he pulled away, he needed to do this right. He
hadn’t always lived his life on the correct side of propriety,
but there were some things a man had to do as a gentleman.

Hyacinth deserved no less.

“I have to go,” he murmured, taking one of her hands
and lifting it to his mouth in a courtly gesture of farewell.

“Where?” she blurted out, her eyes still dazed with
passion.

He liked that. He liked that he befuddled her, left her
without her famous self-possession.

“There are a few things I need to think about,” he said,
“and a few things I need to do.”

“But . .. what?”

He smiled down at her. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

“When?”
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He walked to the door. “You’re a bundle of questions
this afternoon, aren’t you?”’

“I wouldn’t have to be,” she retorted, clearly regaining
her wits, “if you’d actually say something of substance.”

“Until next time, Miss Bridgerton,” he murmured, slip-
ping out into the hall.

“But when?”” came her exasperated voice.

He laughed all the way out.

Ome hour later, in the foyer of Bridgerton House.
Our bero, apparently, doesn't waste any time.

“The viscount will see you now, Mr. St. Clair.”

Gareth followed Lord Bridgerton’s butler down the
hall to a private section of the house, one which he had
never seen during the handful of times he had been a
guest at Bridgerton House.

“He is in his study,” the butler explained.

Gareth nodded. It seemed the right place for such an
interview. Lord Bridgerton would wish to appear in com-
mand, in control, and this would be emphasized by their
meeting in his private sanctuary.

When Gareth had knocked upon the front door of
Bridgerton House five minutes earlier, he had not given
the butler any indication as to his purpose there that day,
but he had no doubt that Hyacinth’s brother, the almost
infamously powerful Viscount Bridgerton, knew his in-
tentions exactly.

Why else would Gareth come calling? He had never
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had any cause before. And after becoming acquainted
with Hyacinth’s family—some of them, at least—he had
no doubt that her mother had already met with her
brother and discussed the possibility of their making a
match.

“Mr. St. Clair,” the viscount said, rising from behind
his desk as Gareth entered the room. That was promising.
Etiquette did not demand that the viscount come to his
feet, and it was a show of respect that he did.

“Lord Bridgerton,” Gareth said, nodding. Hyacinth’s
brother possessed the same deep chestnut hair as his sis-
ter, although his was just starting to gray at the temples.
The faint sign of age did nothing to diminish him, how-
ever. He was a tall man, and probably a dozen years
Gareth’s senior, but he was still superbly fit and powerful.
Gareth would not have wanted to meet him in a boxing
ring. Or a dueling field.

The viscount motioned to a large leather chair, posi-
tioned opposite to his desk. “Sit,” he said, “please.”

Gareth did so, working fairly hard to hold himself
still and keep his fingers from drumming nervously
against the arm of the chair. He had never done this be-
fore, and damned if it wasn’t the most unsettling thing.
He needed to appear calm, his thoughts organized and
collected. He didn’t think his suit would be refused, but
he’d like to come through the experience with a mod-
icum of dignity. If he did marry Hyacinth, he was going
to be seeing the viscount for the rest of his life, and he
didn’t need the head of the Bridgerton family thinking
him a fool.

“I imagine you know why I am here,” Gareth said.
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The viscount, who had resumed his seat behind his
large mahogany desk, tilted his head very slightly to the
side. He was tapping his fingertips together, his hands
making a hollow triangle. “Perhaps,” he said, “to save
both of us from possible embarrassment, you could state
your intentions clearly.”

Gareth sucked in a breath. Hyacinth’s brother wasn’t
going to make this easy on him. But that didn’t matter.
He had vowed to do this right, and he would not be
cowed.

He looked up, meeting the viscount’s dark eyes with
steady purpose. “I would like to marry Hyacinth,” he said.
And then, because the viscount did not say anything, be-
cause he didn’t even move, Gareth added, “Er, if she’ll
have me.”

And then about eight things happened at once. Or per-
haps there were merely two or three, and it just seemed
like eight, because it was all so unexpected.

First, the viscount exhaled, although that did seem to
understate the case. It was more of a sigh, actually—a
huge, tired, heartfelt sigh that made the man positively
deflate in front of Gareth. Which was astonishing. Gareth
had seen the viscount on many occasions and was quite
familiar with his reputation. This was not a man who
sagged or groaned.

His lips seemed to move through the whole thing, too,
and if Gareth were a more suspicious man, he would have
thought that the viscount had said, “Thank you, Lord.”

Combined with the heavenward tilt of the viscount’s
eyes, it did seem the most likely translation.

And then, just as Gareth was taking all of this in, Lord
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Bridgerton let the palms of his hands fall against the desk
with surprising force, and he looked Gareth squarely in
the eye as he said, “Oh, she’ll have you. She will defi-
nitely have you.”

It wasn’t quite what Gareth had expected. “I beg your
pardon,” he said, since truly, he could think of nothing
else.

“I need a drink,” the viscount said, rising to his feet. “A
celebration is in order, don’t you think?”

“Er...yes?’

Lord Bridgerton crossed the room to a recessed book-
case and plucked a cut-glass decanter off one of the
shelves. “No,” he said to himself, putting it haphazardly
back into place, “the good stuff, I think.” He turned to
Gareth, his eyes taking on a strange, almost giddy light.
“The good stuff, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Ehhhh . . ” Gareth wasn’t quite sure what to make of
this.

“The good stuff,” the viscount said firmly. He moved
some books to the side and reached behind to pull out what
looked to be a very old bottle of cognac. “Have to keep it
hidden,” he explained, pouring it liberally into two glasses.

“Servants?” Gareth asked.

“Brothers.” He handed Gareth a glass. “Welcome to
the family.”

Gareth accepted the offering, almost disconcerted by
how easy this had turned out to be. He wouldn’t have
been surprised if the viscount had somehow managed to
produce a special license and a vicar right then and there.
“Thank you, Lord Bridgerton, [—"

“You should call me Anthony,” the viscount cut in.
“We’re to be brothers, after all.”
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“Anthony,” Gareth repeated. “I just wanted . . .”

“This is a wonderful day,” Anthony was muttering to
himself. “A wonderful day.” He looked up sharply at
Gareth. “You don’t have sisters, do you?”

“None,” Gareth confirmed.

“I am in possession of four,” Anthony said, tossing
back at least a third of the contents of his glass. “Four.
And now they’re all off my hands. I'm done,” he said,
looking as if he might break into a jig at any moment.
“I'm free.”

“You’ve daughters, don’t you?” Gareth could not resist
reminding him.

“Just one, and she’s only three. I have years before I
have to go through this again. If I'm lucky, she’ll convert
to Catholicism and become a nun.”

Gareth choked on his drink.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” Anthony said, looking at the bot-
tle. “Aged twenty-four years.”

“I don’t believe I've ever ingested anything quite so
ancient,” Gareth murmured.

“Now then,” Anthony said, leaning against the edge of
his desk, “you’ll want to discuss the settlements, I'm sure.”

The truth was, Gareth hadn’t even thought about the
settlements, strange as that seemed for a man in pos-
session of very few funds. He’d been so surprised by
his sudden decision to marry Hyacinth that his mind
hadn’t even touched upon the practical aspects of such a
union.

“It is common knowledge that I increased her dowry
last year,” Anthony said, his face growing more serious.
“I will stand by that, although I would hope that it is not
your primary reason for marrying her.”
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“Of course not,” Gareth replied, bristling.

“I didn’t think so,” Anthony said, “but one has to ask.”

“I would hardly think a man would admit it to you if it
were,” Gareth said.

Anthony looked up sharply. “I would like to think I can
read a man’s face well enough to know if he is lying.”

“Of course,” Gareth said, sitting back down.

But it didn’t appear that the viscount had taken offense.
“Now then,” he said, “her portion stands at . . .”

Gareth watched with a touch of confusion as Anthony
just shook his head and allowed his words to trail off.
“My lord?”” he murmured.

“My apologies,” Anthony said, snapping back to atten-
tion. “I’m a bit unlike myself just now, I must assure you.”

“Of course,” Gareth murmured, since agreement was
really the only acceptable course of action at that point.

“I never thought this day would come,” the viscount
said. “We’ve had offers, of course, but none I was willing
to entertain, and none recently.” He let out a long breath.
“I had begun 