o asquernde S8
The
Blackwood Bride

A Rormantic Novel of Long Ago

JASMINE CRESSWELL




THE BLACKWOOD
BRIDE

Jasmine Cresswell



Viscount Blackwood had to marry--and soon. In order to inherit his
father's wealth, he married a dying woman from dlishe London
workhouse, to the consternation of his friends #nedfury of his mistress.
But his bride recovered , and what had been intkrate a very brief
marriage of convenience suddenly became inconvemehe extreme/



PROLOGUE

THE RAIN HAD finally ceased, and now the moon pekefifully from
behind the clouds, casting a pale light over theldgyuvaters of the river.
There was little wind; although it was Februarygd dhe muted sound of
men’s feet hung over the mist-laden air of the amkbzent.

With a grunt of satisfaction, the old man droppé&ddodden burden at the
edge of the black water of the Thames, restingafonoment to ease his
aching back muscles. His companion, muffled in divey remnants of a

soldier's marching cape, poked at the wet bundté tis foot.

“She ain’t dead,” he said meditatively.

The old man cackled. “Soon will be, mate. The rivéake care o’ that!
It's better this way. Nor marks o’ beating, that/bat the man said.”

“Come on then. Let's be havin’ her.”

The two men bent to their task and the bundle-estriidentifiable as the
body of a woman--was swung up into their arms. firtem gave of their
best, and with a mighty heave the body was flumgrtto the centre of the
muddy water. A few ripples, a slight stirring oktheeds, and then all was
once again still in the cold moonlight.

The old man spat. “That’s it, then. Don't let’s lgaetbout.”

They slipped quietly back across the mud-flats, tderk shadows,
shrouded in mist;

There was nobody to see the bundle of rags whaatdtl to the surface of
the water, and nobody to offer assistance whenstheering girl sank
unconscious into the reed-infested shallows.



CHAPTER ONE

“PERHAPS THE gentlemen would like to look at thadtics, m’lord? We
have a fair parcel of them this month.” The begmiesed uncertainly in
the damp stone corridor, not quite sure where loeilldhlead his exalted
visitors.

“| say, Everett! A lunatic would be just the job!R¥ don’t we come and
help you choose a good one?” Sir Anthony Browne nbed with
intoxicated enthusiasm.

The Honourable Jasper Clarke hiccupped gently, filked his companion
with a quelling eye.

“You ought toknow a lunatic would be no use. How could she give an
answer to the parson? A lunatic would ruin the wtrsagheme.”

The beadle looked alarmed. “Gentlemen . . . My.lbuhderstood that you
had come on a mission of charity, to remove onénar lucky paupers
from the custody of the workhouse.”

“You understood correctly.” Lord Everett, the sixiscount Blackwood,
straightened himself up from the wooden doorposer@hhe had been
lounging, and spoke reassuringly to the agitatedilee

“You need only escort us to the rooms which holigefémale paupers. |
am sure we may rely upon the matron to select ahyoobject for
our...ministrations.”

The Honourable Jasper Clarke saw that the beadigisession was still
doubtful, so he plunged into speech, strugglingetarn his scattered wits
to some semblance of order.

“The Viscount's intentions are definitely charitaplmy good man. The
Viscount is noted for his charitable works. Mostath Isn’t that right,
Tony?”



Sir Anthony Browne, not sufficiently inebriated fieel comfortable about
telling an outright lie, blinked several times, Walvare that the Viscount
watched him cynically.

“The Viscount’s intentions are certainly honourgblgir Anthony said at
last, peering at the beadle rather nervously.

This seemingly innocuous remark struck the Honderabasper as
exceptionally humorous, and he chortled noisilydanoment or two. The
Viscount glanced at him briefly, a suspicion of mtipnce tightening the
hard line of his jaw.

“Take Jasper to look at the lunatics, there’s adgetdlow, Anthony. | think
| shall achieve my purpose more swiftly if only Dihompson
accompanies me.”

Sir Anthony and Jasper took no offence at this sargndismissal, and
lurched off down the corridor in high spirits, waay sporadically from
side to side of the narrow workhouse hallway.

The beadle, who had been a kind-hearted man befoesand the nature
of his work exacted their toll, watched the errgtiogress of the two
gentlemen with quiet irritation. He could not refrdrom thinking that
several of his old madmen behaved no more strarthaly the two men
sauntering about the hall, but his poor old lursatiere kept chained to the
wall. He sighed, and craned his neck upwards t& &iahe Viscount and
the physician who accompanied him. At ledisis nobleman seemed
relatively sober, and the doctor reassuringly retgixe.

“I shall escort you to the female wards, m’lorddic the beadle. “You'll
understand that we're a bit crowded just at the em@dmon account of all
the fever in the parish. To be honest, it'll beegular godsend to get even
one of the sick ones taken off our hands.”

The beadle stopped outside a forbidding oak dasr,sturdy panels
reinforced by an iron bar which was padlocked te #tone wall. He
coughed apologetically as he unwound the chains.

“We have to keep the males and females apart, di’los regulations.”



He rapped sharply on the heavy door which was apeafter considerable
delay, by an old woman whose strength seemed d$gaaticient for the
task. She appeared overcome by the sight of theéldgeand stared at him
with frightened eyes, her hands clutching nervoaslthe dingy grey stuff
of her skirt.

“We done everything you said, sir. "Tweren’'t ouultathe sacks wasn’t
sewed. More than half of us is sick, sir, andhiasd to do the work for
two. Do we still get our dinners, sir?"

“Shush, Hetty. | haven’t come about the sewing.rétae two gentlemen
here to see the matron.”

“Gentlemen?” Hetty peered out into the gloom of taek corridor and
saw the tall figure of the Viscount. She droppedaavkward curtsey,
responding instinctively to the innate authorityhid silent presence. She
curtsied again, less deeply, to the physician.

“Come with me, sirs. The matron will be in her offi”

The beadle bowed low to the Viscount. “I will leay@u, my lord, if | may.
| must find your companions before they become detaly lost. | will
ask them to wait for you in my rooms. The matron tal you and Dr.
Thompson all that you wish to know about our fenmalaates. My own
duties are chiefly with the male paupers.”

“Thank you.” The Viscount’s voice was cold, but ip@l “I am obliged to
you for your help."”

“It's a pleasure, m’lord. It's hard for the poorqme in London. There’s
nobody to look out for them here like there is e tvillages. we don't
usually get noblemen like yourself on a visit.”

For the first time, a flicker of emotion was disuble on the Viscount's
face, but he said nothing, merely bowing slightlythe beadle before
turning back to the old woman.



“Perhaps you will conduct us to the matron’s officemediately? My
carriages wait below and | cannot keep the horsggigig much longer in
this weather.”

“Yes, sir. My lord.” She hobbled off at a brisk trdveckoning to indicate
that the distinguished visitors should follow. Ndhat her dinner was
secure, her step seemed quite jaunty. She paitterdian when the heavy
door clanged shut behind the beadle, and the nacmwdor sank into
almost total darkness.

Their journey to the matron’s office was fortungtddrief. The stench
which assailed the Viscount’s nostrils several srifegeatened to overcome
him, and he was obliged to keep his eyes fixedilygon the ground ahead
in order to avoid tripping over the huddled figuresich hunched listlessly
against the damp stone walls. He was now complet@ber for the first
time since receiving the lawyer’s letter four dag®, and he was suddenly
assailed by doubt as to the wisdom of his projesolutely, he shook off
his uncertainties. He needed a woman on the pdiadtath, and where
better to find her?

The matron’s office, though shabby enough by thecdint's usual

standards, seemed a haven of comfort after thedarkness of the rest of
the workhouse. The Viscount moved immediately ® fine, grateful as

much for its comforting red glow as for its warmbBr. Thompson looked

round sourly, his expression dour. He remainedlastsas before.

Mrs. Gresham curtsied deeply, flattered to recsiveh elegant gentlemen
in her room. Unlike the beadle, she was not burdelmg any undue

sensitivity or by an overly kind heart. She sawraason to exert herself
keeping feckless paupers alive when common send&ated that

everybody would be better off if they were deadr Heimp bosom and

rosy cheeks had misled many a well-meaning churaeraas to the true
nature of her character; but some instinct warned immediately that

neither of these visitors would be easily deceived.

She smoothed her cap over her grey curls, andydafticealed a bottle of
gin behind a convenient cushion. The older of e visitors looked as if
he might be one of the bothersome new Methodist$ tlzere was no point
in looking for trouble.



“How can | help you, sirs?” she simpered coyly. ‘SWd& about the
shipment of girls going to the Bahama Colonies?”

“No, it was not. | am Viscount Blackwood. This ig.D'hompson, my
physician.” His voice was curt. “I have the beasllpermission to visit the
female sick ward.” He knew the brief explanatioaswnadequate and not
likely to satisfy the avid curiosity he saw lurkimg the matron’s sharp
little eyes. He tried to expand his explanation.

“I have decided to choose one or two paupers amibve them to one of
my estates. Dr. Thompson will attempt to treatrtlaments. At the very
least, the paupers | select will be able to xpire. . .in comfort.”

He felt sickened by the hypocrisy of his appardmrity. For a moment he
wondered if thwarting his father was sufficient tjfisation for
compromising his personal code of ethics. Now thathad seen the
conditions prevailing in the workhouse, he was anger sure that he
wanted to take advantage of any woman forced bgiharmstances to die
in such miserable surroundings. Then he remembleseg Angela, and
his resolution was renewed.

During his brief silence, the matron looked at lmitors speculatively,
wondering what profit there might be for her instisirange visit. She did
not, of course, believe a single word of the Visdtauexplanations. A man
less likely to be moved to charitable visitatiomsl gyood works was hard
to imagine. Mrs. Gresham might preside over thealemwards of a
workhouse in London’s dockyards, but she recogn&atember of theon
when she saw one. But there was, she decided yapidl possible
advantage to be gained from laying difficultieshier visitors’ path. She
pulled the heavy bundle of keys from her desk, bustled towards the
door. Her expression was at its most-motherly.

“Well, and I'm sure it's more than kind of you, ,sto think of my poor
lonely paupers. Why, only this morning | was saytogur surgeon-such a
dedicated man!-that | didn't know where to turn &mother pallet or a bit
of blanket. It's been a cruel winter, sir, and thée poisonous vapours
clear over the whole city. Going down like flieBey are in this parish. The
Vicar can’t hardly find time to bury them all, amldat's a fact. And the



ground so hard, it takes three of the beadle’stimeg@laupers just to dig the
pit. . .er. . . that is to say, the grave.”

She changed the conversation rather hurriedly. “Was wishful of old
women, or young ones, my lord? We've got than whtbies, and
without.”

The Viscount flicked open his snuff box and inhatiegply.

“I must know their names,” he said stiffly. “Anddb not wish for a baby.
Otherwise their age matters little to me.”

“Well, they've all got names, my lord. That's orfeng we can give 'em
free!” Mrs. Gresham chuckled cheerfully. “Even flitde 'uns left on the
doorstep gets a name.”

She stopped outside a narrow doorway, and gestuosdhrds it
uncertainly. “This is the fever ward, my lord. Areu sure that you want to
go in? Perhaps the doctor is more accustome@”. . .

“I wish to go in myself.” The Viscount’s answer csitort her hesitation.
He walked swiftly past the nauseating rows of ps/levondering how on
earth he was to make his selection.

Dr. Thompson interrupted the Viscount's silent exation, speaking
almost for the first time since their arrival iretivorkhouse. “It would be
unreasonable, my lord, to expect your servantsusenthe victims of
virulent or contagious fevers.”

“Do all these women have the fever which is nowinggn the city?” the
Viscount asked the matron.

“Most of 'em, my lord.” Mrs. Gresham stepped giflgeacross the
threshold of the door. She was usually at considerpains to avoid
entering the fever rooms, leaving all the sick-rotasks for the healthy
paupers. She pointed to one of the straw mattresses

“Lizzie here has been in the workhouse for yeadon't think she has the
fever, my lord.” The matron peered at the old geme and shrunken body



which lay quite still on the dirty pallet. “I thinkhe’s still alive, my lord.
Anyway, she were alive at dinner-time yesterdayeylralways manage to
wake up for their food.”

“She’s alive,” agreed Dr. Thompson. “Looks as ie'shdying of old age
and starvation. She doesn’t have the fever. Ngtagetny rate.”

“Then have her carried to my carriage,” said thecdunt curtly. His eyes
searched the dimly-lit room and fell finally upohetface of a young
woman, pushed into a far corner of the ward.

“Who is she?” he asked. “She seems younger thanrdke of your
inmates.”

“That one was fished out of the River Thames lagith m’lord. Ours was
the closest parish, so they brought her here. Sahehsaid her name was.
'Spect she was starving and decided to end itShlé didn’t have a penny
on her, and wearing nought but rags.” “Why, thisnshe in the fever
ward?" asked the Viscount, with some curiosity.nt® she still lives,
cannot she be fed and returned to a state of réalth

Mrs. Gresham looked at him pityingly. “Lor, blessuy m’lord. | don’t
suppose she’ll last out the night. When you'resitay and go into the river
in February, you don't live to tell the tale to yathildren. It's a miracle
she’s still breathing now. The Parish don’t payjtas$eed the ones that are
going to die. There’s more than enough to feed aredit and well.”

The Viscount cast the matron one sharp look, befmrenvalked to the

young woman’s side. Mrs. Gresham, sadly conscidug failure in her

motherly facade, hastened to join him, tucking ¢ivegle blanket more
securely around the emaciated figure of the younghan. The Viscount
stared silently at the white cheeks which restech@trap of torn calico,
noting dispassionately that the woman’s brown kas matted and still
tangled with small clumps of water weed. Her holiclveeks were sunken,
her eyes were closed. If it had not been for treshattle of her shallow
breaths, it would not have been possible to tedt $he still lived. He

reached under the thin cover, and pulled out theawos hands. Her bare
fingers were bloodless, and icy cold.



“l wish to speak to her,” he said to the matron.

“But, m’lord, she’s dying! She can’t speak!” Mrs.réSham’s voice
revealed her aggravation. Whatever this strange’snawotives, her
chances for personal profit seemed increasinghy.dfi he took Sarah and
Lizzie away, she would not even be able to claira parish burial
allowance.

The Viscount looked up from the bed. “I think sosprits would revive
her. | expect you have some gin.” His voice was, fldthout a trace of
emotion, but Mrs. Gresham shivered.

“I might just have a drop of daffy somewhere, mdol keeps it especially
for occasions like this one.”

“l thought you might.” The Viscount’s smile failed teach his eyes. “I
shall also require a glass of drinking water.”

Mrs. Gresham hurried out of the ward, her rosy kbeguivering with

disapproval. She’d have a good nip of gin before Btought her bottle
back to be wasted on a woman who was probably tierdban she ought
to be. Glass of drinking water, indeed! They hadjven Sarah anything
since she’d been brought in yesterday, so why shibwly start now? Here
was a fine way to be encouraging women who wentratothrowing

themselves off river banks. Mrs. Gresham sniffetuously. She retrieved
her bottle from behind the cushion and sipped winigly. Not many

matrons, she thought tearfully, would be so willitay sacrifice their

belongings for the sake of a mere pauper.

The Viscount took the bottle from Mrs. Gresham’snyr hands with only
the most perfunctory word of thanks, and tilted time against the young
woman'’s bloodless lips. Most of the gin splashedtmier chin, before
trickling down her neck and soaking the filthy mess. At the second
attempt, however, some of the liquid must havehedder throat, for she
spluttered slightly and her body twisted undertthie cover. The Viscount
rested his hands behind her neck and shouldelg)gbkr up into a sitting
position. Her eyes flickered briefly open and tloéssed again as her body
went limp.



“Sarah!” Gently, the Viscount flicked her on theeek. “What is your full
name, young woman?”

“Sarah,” she repeated dutifully, her eyes stilseld. “Sarah Jane Smith.”
“Can you open your eyes, Sarah? | would like t@lyelu, if | can.”

“Water. Want water.” Her voice was a pathetic croakmere thread of
sound.

The Viscount gestured to Dr. Thompson, who came tvéhe bedside,
his face rigid with distaste.

“Here, young woman. Drink this.” Dr. Thompson’s eeias gruff, but his
hands were gentle as he rested the glass agagngirtls mouth, his hands
moving to feel the feeble beat of the pulse invest.

She drank the water gratefully, and this time hgeseflared open in
recognition of her surroundings. “Why am | here?d/éne you?"

The doctor touched her forehead, smoothing the digdrder of matted
hair out of her eyes. Her hands remained icy, beytstill wrapped in the
shabby clothes she had worn when found in the -rivemed with heat.
Dr. Thompson’'s eyes met the Viscount’s and, almirgierceptibly, he
nodded his head.

He turned his attention back to the woman on thik be

‘I am Dr. Thompson. You have been unconscious fohée. Do you have
a husband or some family whom we could ask to take away from
here?”

“Cassie’s dead. Uncle Charles is dead, too.” Thedev@racked over the
parched dryness of her throat. “Please don't leagdnere.”

The doctor spoke briskly. “If there is nobody elseMy--er--friend has
come to take you away from here. You can come usthf you would like
to try and get better.”



“Shall | get her carried downstairs, then, my Idrd8ked Mrs. Gresham
ingratiatingly. “I don’t think she could walk, poébttle thing.”

“Yes, yes.” Now that the selection had been makle,\fiscount seemed
impatient to be gone. The doctor could sense lgenay to get way from
this horrible matron and the hellish fever wardhwits aura of death. The
Viscount turned away from the bed.

“I will wait for you in my carriage, Dr. Thompsohshall rely upon you to
make whatever arrangements you think suitable cessary.”

“Yes, m’lord.”

The doctor looked down at the patient who had lpgestn assigned to his
care. The stench of decaying river weed minglectie@ably with the
indefinable odour of death. He saw Mrs. Gresharbping her hands
together in a parody of concern for the unconscgus

“l suppose there could be very few things worsa tthyng in here.”



CHAPTER TWO

VISCOUNT BLACKWOOD adjusted the folds of his crawaith infinite
patience. Satisfied at last, he reached out taeixa large sapphire from
the jewel box at his side. His fingers hesitatexs@d over the stiff creases
of white muslin. Sir Anthony Browne could toleradke silence no longer.

“Dammit, Everett! You know you cannot go ahead witis. Think of your
reputation, if you do not care for your family!”

The Viscount paused in the act of inserting higitieHis face, reflected in
the mirror, expressed exaggerated concern.

“Good lord, Anthony, | myself thought the effect svaather pleasing. And
surely we should not allow ourselves to overestnthe importance of our
dress?" He smiled slightly. “I acknowledge thatréhemay be two opinions
about the suitability of sapphires, but surely fdmily honour can hardly
be considered at stake?”

Sir Anthony refused to be diverted. “You know vesgll that | mean
nothing about your tiepin, Everett, so don't trytton me aside with your
glib tongue. We were drunk this afternoon, all sf We should never have
gone to the workhouse. Jasper and | would nevex hamne your company
if we hadn’t been three parts castaway."

The Hon. Jasper Clarke stirred uneasily. “Anthemght, old fellow. Bad

business, this. Thoroughly bad business. Not totlaly your father was
wise making that deuced ridiculous will. But betiemarry one of the gals
you know and have done with it. Stands to reaskwh¢loap. You can’t go
rushing off and marry some hag out of a workhous# {o annoy your
father.” He thought deeply for a moment or two. $&kes, your father’s
dead. No way of telling he’d be annoyed now. 'Thdrere will you be?

Stuck with a woman from the slums, and no way dfimgg rid of her.”

The Viscount turned from the long looking-glassafly satisfied with the
disposition of his jewelled pin.



“Come, come. You are both faint-hearted all of ddan. Besides, you
have forgotten the most important part of our platio not intend to take
on a wife. | plan to become a widower. Then, whey inheritance is
secure, | can marry the womanroy choice. Dr. Thompson has examined
the girl again, and says she is starving, has atiogeof the lungs, and
will scarcely survive the night. | can be marribgstevening and celebrate
my freedom in the morning.”

Sir Anthony, not much given to profound moral reflen, was surprised
to detect an unpleasant queasiness somewhereriedioa of his stomach.

“But the girl, Everett. Surely it's not right toke advantage of a woman on
her deathbed.”

The Viscount spoke impatiently, perhaps to conb&abwn uncertainties.
“You did not see the fever ward, my friend, andd.drou may take my
word for it, that | have done Sarah Smith an imegble favour in
removing her from St. Katharine’s Workhouse.”

“If she is so near death, then how do you expectdelay her part in the
wedding ceremony? How do you know that she willbéng? That she
isn't already married?” Sir Anthony shook his hesadily. "Everett, let's
admit that we were drunk and have done with thaiafDr. Thompson is
already stiff with disapproval and you have nottbim the half of your
plans. What do you imagine the Vicar will say, whemu drag him out in
the middle of the night to perform the ceremony?”

“We are wasting time,” said the Viscount curtly. dir objections are
without foundation. Anthonyl was not drunk this afternoon--at least not
for a large part of it. You seem to have forgottieat we are in London. |
could have found half a dozen clergymen willingrtarry me to the devil
himself provided that | produced a special liceand five pounds for their
pockets. As to the rest of your worries, well, yoay come with me and
hear the girl for yourself. | imagine that Dr. Thpson will have made her
as comfortable as possible by now. She lies neat,ddelieve. We may
enter through my dressing-room.”

The Honourable Jasper was shocked. “Can’t putreour mother’s old
room, Everett. Not the thing. Not the thing at"all.



The Viscount’'s expression was cynical. “Come, Jadpiel you not realize
that you were about to witness the culmination ebuching love affair?
You have not yet appreciated even half my powergmeéntion. Come
along, let us go and inspect my bride.”

The room which they entered was softly lit by thHewg from several
candles. The tall windows were hung with pale goldtains which
matched the heavy silk draperies around the fostgodoed. Propped up
by three or four pillows, the young woman seemethaeuit life, her light
brown hair tumbling around a face of deathly palldnly on her high
cheek-bones, two small patches of fiery red ineéiddhe fever that burned
through her body.

Dr. Thompson looked up as the three men enteredrdloen. His
expression was stern, his whole attitude tense ethpproval. He bowed
slightly to the Viscount.

“You see, my lord, that | have fulfilled your ordefThe old woman has
been taken downstairs to the servants’ quarterggaugth some gruel. Her
chief problem seems to be chronic underfeeding. yidneng woman has
been washed and made as comfortable as possible.”

“Thank you.” The Viscount’s voice made no concessio the doctor’s
evident censure. “How is she?”

Dr. Thompson shrugged. “There is no hope that sheswvive the night.

| am not sure that | will even be able to bring teeany awareness of her
surroundings. She should never have been leftagsetlwet garments, and
of course her body is wasted by starvation. Shenbastrength to fight for
her life."

As if to give the lie to the doctor's words, therlgn the bed stirred
slightly, and her lips twisted into a tortured gaice. “Water. . . give me. .
.please.”

The hoarse words were scarcely audible, but theoWst crossed swiftly
to her side and lifted her gently from the pillowte held a glass of lemon
water to her bloodless lips, shocked--although &eegio sign of this--by



the dry heat that burned through the linen of hrdwed bed-gown. ‘I
have some lemon water for you, Sarah,” he saidtlguiéf you drink it,
you will start to feel a little better.”

The girl in the bed made no answer, but gulpedilgpsEmost desperately,
at the cool liquid. When the glass was finished, temse body relaxed
slightly against the Viscount's arm. “More,” sheiggered. “I need more.’

The Viscount looked doubtfully at the physiciars It wise for her to drink
so much, Thompson?” He looked down at the pale ffesiéng on his arm.
“She seems a little more lively now.”

The doctor shrugged. “Nothing that you do will hamach effect one way
or the other, my lord. If your purpose with the gjguvoman is . . . what |
suspect . . . you had better get the busineshédiss quickly as possible.
This may well be her last burst of consciousne$sre¢he end.”

“Thank you for your advice.” The Viscount smiledmgly. “I will relieve
your professional conscience, Thompson, by sugggstihat you go
downstairs and ask one of the servants to prowidewith a meal. Perhaps
you would also be good enough to ask the housekespk two of the
serving-girls to come up to this bedchamber imnteti@ | do not want
the events of the next hour to pass by without sermtreesses.”

“Very good, my lord.” Dr. Thompson walked silentlywards the door, his
back rigid with unspoken disapproval. At the dooya turned, unable to
contain himself any longer.

“My lord!” he burst out. “Can you not reconsideighil-advised scheme of
yours? | have known you since the day of your bighd | know what
happens when you get the bit between your teeth.tlds is not the
answer, my lord. Indeed it is not!"

The Viscount's expression hardened momentarily, logt answer was
mild.

“I have no notion what you are talking about, Dnompson. As | believe |
mentioned to you early this afternoon, | am engageon a mission of



charity. My father’s lawyer has suggested to mé nmalife style is strong
in debauchery and weak in good works. | plan tafsethe imbalance.”

“As you say, my lord. | will summon the housekeepg&rhaps you would
also like me to send up the clergyman whom | oleskmwaiting in the
hallway?" He made no effort to conceal the sarcaswerlying his
guestion.

“That would be most helpful.” The Viscount’ s voiead face remained
bland. “Good evening to you, Dr. Thompson.”

The door had no sooner shut behind the doctor, tiarviscount poured
out fresh lemon water for the dying girl, and urdped to drink.

“Sarah,” he said abruptly. “Can you hear me? Can yaderstand what |
am saying?”

The girl opened her eyes, and with an obvious effirused them upon
the man by her side. The Honourable Jasper anéin@iony moved closer
to the bed. This was the first time any of them Ismdn her fully
conscious.

The girl shuddered convulsively. “The river...” stbdaked at last. “They
were going to put me in the river.” Her eyes glaxeith remembered
terror, and she collapsed again into unconsciogsnes

Jasper looked at her warily. “She don’t look vevgy, Everett. Maybe we
should call back Dr. Thompson.”

“Jasper’s right, you know,” agreed Sir Anthony. €lwoman’s too sick
for a wedding tonight. You'll have to give up yoscheme for today, and
try and find somebody a bit healthier tomorrow.”

The Viscount replied patiently, as if making a faamipoint to a group of
difficult children. “I do not wish for somebody H#ader. If | wanted a
wife, |1 could choose any one of a dozen young $poiggins. | have
explained to you until I am quite tired of it, thatwish to become a
widower.”



He looked up at his friends, registering their dfulbexpressions and
spoke quickly, his voice raw with exasperation.

“For heaven’s sake! You cannot pretend that | ammglthis woman any
disservice. Look at her surroundings at this mormemtd remember from
whence she came!"

He turned back impatiently to the girl. “Sarah! Yate quite safe now.
You must wake up. | have to ask you to perform alkservice for me.”

Sarah opened her eyes again and, with an evidenjg#, looked at the
Viscount. Her cheeks burned with fever as she Widitrced herself to
concentrate on the man by her side.

“Where am 1?” she whispered at last. Her throat stdisparched from the
days without food or water. Dimly she remembereal itikky blackness of
the Thames as it closed over her head, and theataiile, penetrating cold
of the workhouse.

“They're all dead.” She did not realize that shermmured the agonized
thought out loud, although she half-sensed thekglook that flashed
between the two men standing at the end of her bed.

The Viscount propped her upright against the silbyps, removing his
arm so that he too could stand up and observerber & slight distance.
To the girl, the tall figures loomed distant andna&ing through the haze
of her fever.

“I am Viscount Blackwood.” The tallest of the threeen introduced
himself with a slight inclination of the head.

“These gentlemen are two of my friends. Their names Sir Anthony
Browne and the Honourable Jasper Clarke, but yonaddhave to trouble
yourself to remember that. Sarah, we have takenfrgoa the workhouse
where we found you, and we have tried to make yomfortable. In
exchange, | wish to ask you for a small favouHis voice was tight with
self-loathing, as he started to form his request.tfié girl in the bed, it
seemed that he spoke with all the hauteur and atytlad generations of
aristocratic power.



"Yes, my lord.” The habit of obedience was instiviet “What must | do?”

“I wish you to marry me,” said the Viscount calmfy.have a clergyman
waiting belowstairs who is prepared to perform¢aeemony tonight.”

“Marry you, my lord?” Sarah’s response was languitte Viscount’'s
request was so bizarre that she felt certain therfavas distorting her
comprehension, twisting some sensible, commonpkamark into the silly
request she seemed to have heard.

“Yes. | must marry quickly in order to comply witihe terms of my
father’s will.” The Viscount’s words were hurrieithpatient. “I need to be
married before the end of this week, and so | akingsyou to become my
bride.”

He did not add that he intended to be a widowdrerathan a bridegroom.
There was no point, he assured himself, in burdgttie mind of a dying
woman with the thought of her imminent death.

It was still an effort for Sarah to think, and evanre of a burden to speak.
She smothered an hysterical laugh, which emerged frer fever-racked
frame as a choking gasp. Her uncle had obviouslyiggin vain about his
niece, abandoned to the goodwill of his parishisnétow long since he
had died? One month? Two? Already she was on th& bf matrimony.
The weak laughter bubbled up again, her mind gidiff into the nether
world of semi-consciousness.

“Oh yes, my lord. | should like to marry you, ofuzse.”

She sank deeper into the pillows, closing her dydsstill aware of the
murmur of voices all around her bed. She realizddst that she must be
dying, and she spared sufficient energy to marvéiefalse clarity of her
deathbed visions. Even the smell of the workhouad faded, to be
replaced by a pleasant combination of candle smiogsh herbs and the
expensive perfume of her imaginary trio of gentlam®&Vhat was your
name?” she muttered. “The one | am to marry?” Theaky helpless
laughter rippled through her body. She hoped desglgrthat this vision



would not fade, returning her to the harsh, colaite of the workhouse
fever ward.

“I am Blackwood,” said the cool voice she alreadynembered. “My full
given name is Everett Giles Carlton Blackwood.ihkhyou told me your
name is Sarah Jane? Sarah Jane Smith?”

“Yes,” she whispered, pleased that her dream hagaome away. Perhaps,
after all; dying alone would not be so bad. Butfiéaeer betrayed her once
again.

“Smith!” she exclaimed softly. “That’s such a loyglommonplac@ame.”

“Dammit, Everett!" Sir Anthony could not containnmself any longer.
“Let’'s get the parson in here and get this ovehwitcannot stand much
more of it. It's monstrous. . . inhuman.”

The Viscount crossed unhurriedly to the door anstuged to the people
gathered in the small hallway outside the bedchambe

“You may come inside now.”

He spoke to the housekeeper as she tiptoed pasntorthe sickroom. “I
have asked you here so that. . . my betrotheghay have some females to
bear her company. There is an attachment betwess $mith and myself
which is of long standing. At my entreaty, she bassented to honour me
by through a ceremony of marriage. As you can seéhSis . . . very
sick.”

Mrs. Benson looked solemnly from her the pale ®gpropped up in the
bed. A heart, she was torn between delight at sudeathbed wedding
ceremony, and sorrow that the Viscount’'s weddessbhias prove of such
short duration.

She looked significantly at the maids, then herdhsagely. “Mary and
Eliza and me is offering our respectful good wishske said

The Viscount smiled politely at the and managedotik as, though he
struggled to contain an unbearable sorrow. He hdpecently that, for



once, the uncanny intuition of his servants woutd ftush out the whole
secret. He spoke softly.

“Thank you, Mrs, Benson. | can only regret that $18mith’s scruples
prevented our marrying sooner. Now it is almostl&ate.”

Sir Anthony and the Honourable Jasper stared air threend in
considerable astonishment, and the Viscount tutnegpeak to the parson
quickly, before his housekeeper could think up awkward questions. At
any moment, somebody would notice the absence ®fniother, the
Dowager Viscountess, and then there would be notentie awkward
guestions.

“You have come prepared with the necessary papbes@sked the parson.

Parson Jakes, whose natural curiosity was consilyedulled by the

enormous quantity of gin he had consumed sinceviagethe Viscount’'s

advance payment of a golden sovereign, neverthdldssa spark of

interest at this hint of thwarted romance. But,ihgtaken a good look at
the Viscount’s icy face, he ventured no impertingustions. Bowing low,
or as low as he felt was safe bearing in mind itk swirling through his

system, he smiled ingratiatingly.

“The certificates are all in order, my lord. Thegmly require names and
signatures to correspond with those written on Bishop’s special
licence.”

“I will write out our full baptismal names,” saiti¢ Viscount briefly. “You
will require them during the ceremony.”

The parson felt himself warmed by a glow of kindbs, only partly
inspired by the gin, and looked with paternal behence towards the
pathetic figure in the bed. Well acquainted witlatthe-a familiar visitor in
his poverty-stricken London parish--he needed node/érom the Viscount
to convince him that the bride hovered on the bahkeath. He crept over
to the bedside, clearing his throat in nervouscgrdtion of the ceremony
ahead. It was a good many years since he haddast fhimself in such
opulent surroundings. He leant over the bed, seagdhe dim recesses of



his memory to recapture the priestly manner thdtdrece been his greatest
source of pride.

“Well, my child. | have come to assist at your nmege.” He cleared his
throat again, wishing that he might have the coaitagask for a nip of gin.
There was a tension in the atmosphere of this retich was rendering
him distinctly uncomfortable.

“Father!” The young woman'’s eyes fluttered operg essted fleetingly on
the clergyman’s clerical collar and shabby blackt. stFather!” she
exclaimed joyfully. “You have come to take me t@aben! ”

This evidence of Miss Smith’s pious nature, and &eareness of the
imminence of death, reduced Mrs. Benson and thentamls to a state of
tearful sentimentality. Jasper, however, was ovesEdy quite other
emotions.

“That’s torn it," he whispered to Sir Anthony. “Disbu hear that? ‘Father’
she said. She’s probably a Papist--one of the inshigrants. D’you think
its legal when a Church of England parson marrigapast?”

“Of course it is,” said Sir Anthony robustly, invaice that failed to carry
conviction. “Besides, Everett ain’'t a papist and girl isn’t going to live
long enough to make a protest.”

They subsided into a glum, uncertain silence. Bveneist be half out of
his wits, they decided, to insist upon marryingtgirl about whom they
knew absolutely nothing. Frustration over the teahkis father’s will had
driven him outside the bounds of what was rational.

The Viscount ignored the restless glances of his fitvends and, having
completed the certificates, he now planted himseglfarely at the bedside
of his supposed fiancée. He wanted no more attengptspolite
conversation, and did not wish to risk any moreepbéally embarrassing
revelations from the woman he was about to marry.

“Miss Smith is very weak, as you can see,” he saithe clergyman. “It
would be better if you married us as swiftly asgiole, so that we do not
tax her strength unnecessarily.”



He took Sarah’s hands within his grasp, and saiddurely, “We have Sir
Anthony Browne and the Honourable Jasper Clarkactoas witnesses.
Mrs. Benson will offer her arm to support...my leidrou may proceed
with the ceremony.”

Jasper stared anxiously at the girl in the bed,Heuteyes remained open
and apparently aware of her surroundings. The passarched in the
pockets of his faded clerical coat, and producedraewhat tattered copy
of the Book of Common Prayer. He opened the volwite hands that

trembled slightly.

His voice stumbled hurriedly over the familiar pdga of the opening
exhortations, only slowing slightly when he reacktesl crucial point of the
exchange of vows. He looked at the wraithlike hrider head resting on
the housekeeper's arms, her expression dreamyanad/dy. He spoke
more sharply than he intended, afraid that she dvéade away before he
could pronounce the final words of union.

“Repeat after me. ‘I, Sarah Jane, take thee, Bv@ikgts Carlton .. ."”

Her voice, faint and thin, repeated the promisésr &im. Her eyes, staring
unseeingly into the distance, seemed focused upoe vision denied to
the other occupants of the room. Mrs. Benson’sugitcty sobs punctuated
the ceremony at regular intervals, and Sir Anthdisgovered that he was
holding his breath as though in anticipation of sdnightful emergency.

There was a concerted sigh from the onlookers wieViscount removed
his great signet ring and pushed it gently overwlasted fingers of his
bride. It hung limply on her slim hand, an enormdéwsp of solid gold
against the bloodless pallor of her skin.

Parson Jakes wiped a trickle of sweat from his baod beamed happily.
He had performed his task, and four more goldenscoow awaited him.
At two-pence a shot, he could buy sufficient gidast him a year or even-
-marvellous thought--a bottle of real brandy. Heilsth again at the
Viscount.



"Well, my lord, the knot is tied. You have onlysan the papers. And the
new Viscountess, too. She signs Miss Smith forldsetime, isn’t that so,
my lord?”

There was silence for one or two seconds, befageMilscount and his
friends all rushed into speech. All three of theealized at the same
moment that a pauper from the workhouse would ancestainly be

illiterate. Sarah Smith was probably accustomech&oking her name with
an “X,” if indeed, she had ever previously beenlethlupon to sign a
document.

The Viscount’s voice finally overrode the incohdreplutterings of his
friends.

“You must give the quill to me,” he said calmly. &\rally, | shall have to
assist the Viscountess in this task. Her strengtimat great enough to
support a pen."

He gestured to Sir Anthony to bring pens and ihkentsat himself on the
bed alongside his bride. Carefully he lifted they iwhite fingers,
suppressing all visible signs of the emotion thiakéred through him at
the featherlight touch of his wife’s hand. The tuids handed to him, and
he wrapped her fingers around the shatft.

With a violent movement, she wrenched her hand fn@rgrasp, a scream
of terror shaking her body.

“No!” she panted. “You shall not make me do it. illmot. You maykill
me before | will sign.” Her eyes, no longer focusedthe distant vision,
flamed with passionate rage as they stared at ieoMnt.

“I may be innocent of your world, sir, but | am rettpid. | shallnever
sign!”

She collapsed against the pillows, her body radkedhuddering breaths
as she struggled to draw air into her lungs.

“My lord!” The parson was horrified at this suddemumbling of his rosy
interpretation of the scene in the bedchamber. ftMgl! You gave me to



understand that this ceremony was the consummafi@long-standing
attachment. As a man of the cloth, | cannot cowariee a forced
marriage.”

The Viscount turned to him impatiently.

“The marriage was in no way forced upon Miss Smitbu saw yourself

how willingly she made all the responses. Besitles,deed is how done
and her signature is merely a formality. Can yot see that her mind
wanders? She is in a delirium. Did | not tell ybattthere were reasons
why we could not wed before? Her mind has gone back. gone back to
the circumstances of her own family situation.”

Sir Anthony heaved a sharp sigh of relief at hisnd’s quick thinking.

“Indeed, sir,” he said to the parson. “You need totible yourself about
this marriage. | myself heard Miss Smith agree whida Viscount that she
wished to be wed. Just before your entrance inito ibom, Miss Smith
was quite lucid and seemed eager for the marrmgedur.”

The parson thought longingly of his bottle of brande looked reluctantly
at the helpless figure on the bed, quiet now uiier Benson’s soothing
hands. The Viscountess would be dead by the maqrrand his four
guineas would last for a year. He shrugged his Ideost The brief
struggle with his conscience was over.

“Very well, my lord. If you would be good enough s@gn both your own
name, and that of her ladyship? In the circumstnce view of the
Viscountess’s health, | am sure your signature lvalbcceptable.”

The Viscount removed a small pouch from his poeket inclined his head
ironically towards the parson.

“I am pleased that your judgement coincides with own,” he said
blandly. The purse slipped easily from the Visctritand into the
parson’s upturned palm.

“I'm sure my butler will be happy to offer you somefreshment before
you return to the duties of your parish.”



Parson Jakes, his fingers clutching the satisflytolid purse, backed out
of the bedchamber, bowing profoundly to anybodypesmng to meet his
glance. The door closed softly on his rapidly ratirey footsteps.

Mrs. Benson looked up from her ministrations atlibdside.

“She’s awfully quiet, my lord.” The housekeeperakected the new status
of her patient, and amended her words.

“That is to say, her ladyship appears to be. ....ersinking, my lord.” She
sniffed loudly. “And her so beautiful once, I've doubt.”

The Viscount cast a swift, startled glance at theomscious figure of his
new wife.

“I wish to be alone,” he said at last. “Mrs. Bensperhaps you would be
good enough to see that Sir Anthony and the Homdeirdasper are given
something to eat before they retire for what's téfthe night.” He smiled,
a genuine smile that lit up his face with a hitbarhsuspected charm.

“I'm afraid it's been a long day for us all.”

Jasper attempted a mild remonstrance.

“Can’t leave you alone, Ev. Not the thing at albny and | will bear you
company.”

The Viscount looked at his friends from beneath dsab lids. His
expression was inscrutable.

“I wish to be alone with my wife, Jasper. Thank yiown your generous
offer, nevertheless.” Sir Anthony shuffled histtaacomfortably.

“Well, of course, Everett, if that's what you prefdasper and | will say no
more. We shall see you tomorrow morning, no doubt?”

“No doubt,” agreed the Viscount tranquilly, and efsd the small line of
servants and friends troop out of the bedroom ddisrgaze flickered back



to the girl on the bed and, as if attracted byithensity of his regard, her
eyes came open.

“What? Still here, my lord?” The girl laughed wegkher eyes appraising
the Viscount’'s elegant appearance with frank apgrov

“I'm glad | imaginedyou” she said softly. “You're a nice dream.” Her
hands tautened on the fine linen of the sheets,aagdiver of panic fled
across her face. “You won't let all this go away®@rRise me you won't! |
don’t want to go back there.”

The Viscount took hold of her agitated hand.
“I promise,” he said quietly. “I promise that yobhadl not go back to the
workhouse.” He touched the burning cheeks, watchimegsweat trickle

down into her tangle of brown hair.

“I do not think, my lady Viscountess, that you vk going anywhere.”



CHAPTER THREE

A YOUNG FOOTMAN flung open the door to the breakfasom,
causing Sir Anthony Browne and the Honourable Jagpéook up from
their silent consumption of cold roast beef andilte®l/ kidneys. The
Viscount, freshly shaven but with his face stilvaged by traces of
exhaustion, came quietly into the room. He slumgedn at the table,
saying nothing until a footman attempted to plam@e ham on the empty
plate in front of him. Impatiently, he ordered thervant away, staring
morosely at the flames which leapt around the bheaped in the fireplace.

It was Sir Anthony who broke the grim silence.

“Er. . . how is everything, Everett? That is, | mda say. . .the girl. Is she.
..?” He coughed awkwardly. “Sarah-has she passag®

The Viscount turned from his contemplation of tliegdlace. A bitter smile
twisted his mouth.

“Why no, Tony. Your congratulations are in ordeddy Blackwood has
survived the crisis. Dr. Thompson is with mgfe now, and assures me
that with nourishing food and complete rest, ther@o reason why she
should not recover completely.”

He looked at the horror registered on his frienfiges, and laughed
harshly as he paced up and down the room.

“Well, aren’t you ready to congratulate me? Do va¢ Imave something to
celebrate? Instead of finding myself a widower thigrning, | find myself
the proud possessor of a new Viscountess! You, llofpeople, will
understand how admirably suited | am likely to fimet for that role.”

Angrily he turned to one of the footmen. “Bring reeme burgundy and
then clear out of here, all of you! Tell the reftle servants that | am not
to be disturbed--not for anything--is that undensi®’



“Yes, my lord.” The servants withdrew in discredersce. They knew

better than to cross his lordship when he went ame of his moods. Sir
Anthony, Jasper and the Viscount were left staghgne another across
the gleaming surface of the table. This time it Wwasper who broke the
tension-filled silence.

“You remained with . . . er. . . Lady Blackwood yself last night,
Everett?”

“Oh yes!” The Viscount laughed mockingly. “I felt was my duty, you
know. After all, | had married the woman, the lelasbuld do was remain
at her side until the end.’”’

“What happened?” Sir Anthony’s question was brustjden we left the
room she was on the point of death. Why does Doniggson now tell us
that she will recover?”

The Viscount shrugged. “Dr. Thompson is not verynomnicative this
morning. He is too busy tending his patient withidtals and nostrums.
And any spare energy which he has, he is devotiqgpinting out that he
warned me not to risk marrying the girl.”

“But dash it all, Ev! She had congestion of thegsinand a raging fever.
Her hand was weaker than a newborn kitten’'s pawd Nou tell us she
survived the crisis. Whditappenedluring the night?”

The Viscount pushed back his chair, tossing offtla@oglass of burgundy
before walking over to the fireplace and staringodity into the depths of
the burning coals.

“If we had left her in the workhouse, of course shmild have died. If |
could have brought myself to ignore her cries taght--then she would
have died also. But | found myself unable to rebest pleas for water.
When she struggled for air, | lifted her up. Whée sweat poured from
her brow, | applied cold cloths.” He shrugged. 8lmort, | played the role
of loving nurse and now | am rewarded with the &ifeny patient.”



Sir Anthony reached for the decanter of burgundjhnetre has to be some
solution, Everett. You must see Witherspoon and ksk about an
annulment. Surely it could be arranged?”

“Are you run quite mad?” asked the Viscount weariBfter all the gossip
and scandal that has attended our family sincéetines of my father’s will
became known, do you think | am about to subjectetiyand my mother
to such a scandal dabat would cause? Good God, man! An annulment
probably requires an Act of Parliament for a p@est as a Bill of Divorce
would do. And why would | subject myself to this8till could not marry
Lady Angela. I still could not inherit my fatherfsrtune. You know | had
only four days left under the terms of his will.”

“Then what do you plan to do, Everett?"

“I shall see Witherspoon and claim my inheritandde’ smiled bitterly. I

have no doubt | shall find it considerably easeethink about my future
when | am cushioned by the knowledge that sevdraligand pounds
sterling are lying in my bank account.” He looketdhes friends, then
laughed harshly.

“Since | have found myself wedded to a whore frbm $lums of London’s
dockyards, | may as well enjoy a last expensivegfbefore | am forced to
withdraw from society.”

“We don’t knowshe’s a whore, Ev.” Jasper spoke cautiously. "Chel a
respectable woman, down on her luck. Can't all b®ns down at the
dockside. Not enough men to go round.”

The Viscount's mouth twisted into a smile.

“Why, there is a cheerful thought! With luck I magd myself wedded to

the virgin daughter of an illiterate stevedore! Hperfectly she will be

suited to a life as Viscountess Blackwood! Shoytdesent her first at one
of the queen’s drawing-rooms, or should | merely dor vouchers to

Almack’s?”

He threw his glass on to the stone hearth, grintlegdelicate pieces of
crystal beneath the heel of his riding-boot.



“On the whole, gentlemen, I think | should prefewhore. She will find
her morals perfectly in keeping with the rest of azguaintance.”

He nodded briefly to the two silent men.

“I will bid you good-day, for the present. | fintdt pressing business calls
me to my lawyer’s office. But | believe we shall enaonight--at Lady
Angela’s, is it not?”

He turned round from the doorway and laughed c¥igica

“I shall be relying upon you to help me celebratdang-up style. It is not
every day that one of us marries!

MR. WITHERSPOON greeted his noble client with aedehtial bow.

While the senior clerk busied himself ushering Wiscount into the

room’s most comfortable armchair, Mr. Witherspoei cut a decanter of
brandy and two large glasses. Beneath the cover milite exchange of
views on the weather and the health of the Dowagmscountess

Blackwood, the lawyer examined his client’s forbrdyl expression with
considerable wariness. Viscount Blackwood could, ot the wildest

stretching of the imagination, be considered ary gasson to advise and
today his humour looked especially precarious.

Mr. Witherspoon had already spent an exhaustingzealemonths

explaining to the Viscount why his father’s willidd not be overturned. In
the eyes of the law, the will might be consideredeatric, but its validity

was beyond question. Old Viscount Blackwood hatl tle¢ lands of the
family estate in strict accordance with the terrhshe original entail. He

had therefore been perfectly at liberty to dispo$ehis other income,

jewels and personal property in any manner thawisbed. It was simply
unfortunate for the present Viscount that the édaland was of little

value, whereas his father’s personal assets prddaicencome of several
thousands of pounds each year. Mr. Witherspoonspadt many a weary
afternoon trying to convince his noble client ththe will might be

unreasonable, but unreasonableness did not rentiegal.



The lawyer sighed quietly and offered the Viscoansecond glass of
brandy. He feared that this interview--taking placgy four days before
the Viscount lost his inheritance--was going tonbere difficult than any
which had gone before. Seating himself behind timaforting familiarity
of his broad desk, Mr. Witherspoon tried to speakli.

“Well, my lord, | wrote to you last week and toldwthat ‘our last appeal
to overset the terms of your father’'s will had édil Therefore, it is now
my duty to remind you that in four days’ time | 8@ compelled to turn
over the residue of your father’s assets to LoetlErick Babbington. Lord
Babbington is, of course, your father's designatea should you fail to
marry in accordance with his wishes.”

Mr. Witherspoon shuffled his papers to cover theamfortable silence.
He knew how bitterly the Viscount chafed under ploblic humiliation of
his father’s will. He saw how the Viscount's haniénched around the
delicate stem of the brandy glass, and a gleargropathy came unbidden
into his eyes.

“My lord,” he said with unaccustomed mildness. “Yowst attempt to
resign yourself to the facts of the situation.” Tlagvyer hesitated for a
moment, then shrugged his shoulders as he plumg@dpeech.

“Try to understand your late father’s frame of mindy lord. Your brother

was killed in the Peninsula, leaving no heirs. Yaurself are well past
your thirtieth birthday and--forgive me, my lordetorious for your

passage through the gambling-halls, drawing-roomd a . .er. . .

bedchambers of London society. | regret very minet the last Viscount
chose to state in his will that you could only irih&is personal estate if
you married within the year. | regret even moret tyeur father stated
expressly that you could not marry Lady Angela Pleounless you were
prepared to forfeit your inheritance. But thesendisi are done, my lord.
The terms of your father’s will are facts which mhe accepted.”

The Viscount rose to his feet, and looked at te/éa with cold eyes. His
voice was thickened by disgust.



“As you have pointed out, Witherspoon, | am wellsipany thirtieth
birthday and accustomed to conducting my persoffalr& outside the
light of public speculation. My. . .relationship.with Lady Angela Thorpe
had caused sufficient scandalous gossip well befordather decided to
give written foundation to the scurrilous rumourscualating throughout
London society. When Lady Thorpe became a widoeehmonths before
my father died, | was honour bound to marry her.Weded simply so that
she might fulfil the year of her formal mourningr f8ir Henry Thorpe’s
death. The speculation as to what | would do naat tlady Thorpe was a
widow had hardly died away before the terms of miypédr's will became
public knowledge. | will leave you to imagimey feelings at the dishonour
my father offered to the woman | wished to marry.”

Mr. Witherspoon looked squarely at his client.

“| attempted to remonstrate with the late Viscduhg said. “During your
father’s last illness, | pointed out to him thatuybad an...obligation...to
Lady Thorpe. Your father, my lord, was very frank the subject of your
obligation. | can see him now, my lord. He simptypged with something
of his old vigour and said, ‘Think | don’t know whthe young hothead
will feel honour-bound to do? That's why | wantdgk tclause in the first
place. Doesn’t matter to me what Everett says abmuafter I'm not here
to listen to him.””

Mr. Witherspoon returned his eyes to the papersioesk.
“l could not budge your father from that positiomy lord.”

The Viscount splashed brandy from the decanter hito glass, with
reckless disregard for the polished surface ofdbée.

“l did not come here to discuss my father,” he gaidly. “I have come to
inform you of my marriage.”

He tossed a collection of papers down on the de$iont of the lawyer.

“I believe you will find the certificates in ordér.



With trembling fingers, the lawyer retrieved a niage certificate from the
slim package of papers. His eyes flickered ovemim@e of the bride, and
a shudder of relief ran through him. The old Visaai gamble had paid
off. Sarah Jane Smith. An undistinguished nameHerwife of Viscount

Blackwood, but at least the young fool had not medriLady Angela

Thorpe. Witherspoon tried to gather his scatterisl. w

“My lord, this is certainly most unexpected newsdurgave us no hint of
your intentions when we saw you only ten days abie’permitted himself
a beaming smile.’

“And most happy news, of course. | offer you mydightions, my lord. |
am delighted at this joyful outcome, as I'm suteyalur friends must be.”

“A joyful outcome indeed,” said the Viscount cynliga He laughed at
some inner thought, and then turned a bitter faveatds the lawyer. “I
shall look forward to the moment when | can introglyou to my bride.”

“l shall be honoured, my lord.”

“That remains to be seen. Perhaps when you meét thve new Lady
Blackwood you may wonder if you were wise to act g father's
accomplice in drawing up that infamous will.”

“I was scarcely an accomplice, my lord.” Mr. Witepoon spoke with
quiet dignity, not attempting to unravel the megniof the Viscount's
cryptic remarks.

“As | have just told you, | attempted on severatasions to have the
offensive clauses removed from your father’'s wilhe former Viscount
was adamant in his insistence that they should irenheam merely an
advisor, my lord. | could not dictate the termgofir father’s will.”

The Viscount brushed his hand across his foreheadneary gesture.

“You are perfectly right, of course. | know thatwbave always done your
best for me, Witherspoon. But | cannot pretend thatn happy to find
myself married when | have been publicly forbiddére wife of my
choice.”



The lawyer regarded his client steadily.

“I have known you, my lord, since you were in shoogats, so you will
have to forgive me if | speak frankly. The remaduyhave just made will
serve no useful purpose. You should take caremotpeat it outside the
confines of this room.” He cleared his throat uiigas

“We both know, my lord, that there has been...atnje...concerning the
possibility of your marriage. We must hope that rydaride can be

introduced into society in a way which will give buxly any cause for

further gossip. | am sure, since you decided te ®kch a sensible step,
that you have been wise enough to select a youtygwaose breeding and
manners are alike impeccable. The time has comgutoa stop to the

endless scandals associated with the Blackwoodyarame.”

The Viscount remained silent for two or three tesseonds. Then he
laughed briefly.

“I do not think that I am ready for any further hiies today,
Witherspoon. Your good sense always reduces mentanaomfortable
mood of self-doubt.” He rose to his feet and stowdl, almost
overpowering in the low-beamed office.

“Just let me have some of the funds which are namem must settle
some debts before | leave London. | think | am piag to take
my...wife...into the country.”

“You will no doubt benefit from a period of quietlaxation. Although
perhaps it is not entirely wise to remove from tasensoon after taking the
plunge into matrimony. . . ?” The lawyer hastilyrrexted the slightest
impression of rebuke.

“I shall make sure that the funds are paid intoryaccount at Coutts’ by
Thursday morning. | hope you will find that timeoeigh?”

“I have waited for almost a year. Thursday mornwmily be time enough.”
The Viscount nodded politely to the lawyer.



“I am obliged to you, Mr. Witherspoon, for your assistann the past,
although it may not always have seemed that way.”

“Our firm is honoured to be of service to the Bladod family, my lord.
Please be so good as to convey my respectful gegltes/to her ladyship,
your bride.”

The Viscount’s lips thinned into a tight line.

“Lady Blackwood will no doubt be honoured to re@eixour message.”

He bowed briefly and was gone.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT DID NOT REQUIRE AN EYE as experienced as Poetto see that
Viscount Blackwood was considerably under the weratbhen he strode
into his townhouse sometime after three in the mgrnHis boisterous
night on the town with Sir Anthony and the Honoueabasper had done
little to alleviate his overwhelming sense of glaohte could only be
grateful that social conventions prevented his isgek few moments alone
with Lady Angela Thorpe. There would be time enodghthat painful
interview when his own feelings were a little leaw.

The butler, unwise enough to make some innocuomsne about the
improved state of Lady Blackwood’s health, very medad his head
snapped off by his furious employer. The Viscounaying discarded his
greatcoat, scarf and gloves in a trail from thearde hall to the library,
sank into an armchair and showed no signs of hgddinthe comforts of
his bed, despite the lateness of the hour.

As soon as he was provided with a large decantérasfdy, he paced up
and down the library floor, managing to consumefigeht alcohol to
leave him less than steady on his feet, withouirgaany very desirable
effect upon the general state of his temper. Attty cursing fate and his
father, he tried hard to avoid dwelling on the lowg truth that the major
part of his troubles sprang from his own actions.

Tormented alternately by memories of Angela's bofty pressed into his
arms, and visions of his mother’s likely reactiohen he presented her
with the disastrous facts of his present situatienfelt himself overcome
by waves of destructive rage the like of which fa& mever previously
experienced. Seized by a mood of murderous saifidts he stormed up
the stairs to the room where he would find his wife

The chambermaid did not need to stare long at tiseount’s scowling
brow and sneering mouth to know that her employas /m a towering
rage. Curtseying fearfully, she did her best tanthinto invisibility. The
Viscount did not bother to spare her a second'sagla



“Get out!” he said briefly.

Curtseying again, the maid backed to the doorevell that she would not
have to remain alone in the room with such anwgé&ged monster. There
was some mystery attendant upon the Viscount'siagasras everybody in
the servants’ hall knew. Whatever the true factsewthey seemed to be
having a disastrous effect upon the master’s tenfgeshe confided to her
room-mate when she was safely back in the distarMasts’ attics, the

Viscount in one of his black moods fair gave her shivers. She wouldn’t
fancy being married thim, not for all his title and grand houses.

The Viscount, who had no clear idea why he wasdstgnin his wife’s
room at three in the morning, stared angrily at sleeping figure of his
bride. One of the maids must have brushed her &adt,it now flared out
in a soft cloud of dull brown, around the sunkelidves of her cheeks. His
signet ring still rested on her finger, althouglwiis hard to believe that
such a frail hand could support its weight. Henthbdy hardly made a
curve in the smooth surface of the covers, and\seount shuddered
silently as he compared the wasted limbs of thisvgth the voluptuous
beauty of Lady Angela. Deliberately, he thrusttdughts of Lady Angela
aside, and walked reluctantly over to the bed. éddized, with a sigh of
regret, that he was once again stone cold sobeohal was offering him
little relief tonight.

“Well, madam,” he said harshly to the sleeping.diow do you like your
new role as a Viscountess? Better than plying ytoale down at the
wharfside, I'll be bound.”

He saw the slight movement of her hands, and jeaketly impatiently. He
had no wish to wake the woman, no real wish to talker. There would
be time enough to explore the full degradationisfgosition. In fact, for
the first time in his life, he was aware of a beleiing lack of purpose in
all his actions. With one brief ceremony last njghseemed that he had
shut himself off from all contact with the world had previously known.
The path for his future led mistily into the uninnaaple.

“Where am [? Why am | here?” The hoarse whispemfrthe bed
interrupted his disillusioned self-examination, kiag the uncertainty of
his own mood. Irritated, he turned round and saat the girl--impossible



to think of her as his wife--had opened her eyée. I8y as still as ever, but
her enormous grey eyes gave an animation to hertfat had previously
been lacking.

The Viscount looked at her coolly. He was too muchthe habit of
masking his emotions to permit his unhappinesfitovs

“I trust you remember me,” he said tersely. “I ansddunt Blackwood.”
He tried to say, “I am your husband, the man wham ynarried last
night,” but the words stuck in his throat.

Sarah pushed a bewildered hand across her forefkadight in her grey
eyes dimmed a little and her voice, when she spsks,weary.

“I thought | was really awake this time, but yousgll here.” Her hands
stroked the soft linen of the sheets, and with adent effort she turned
her face to rub her cheek against the lace of thems and her face
tightened with panic.

“It's all so real. | think perhaps | must be goingd.” She fixed her eyes
upon the Viscount and spoke to him fiercely.

“Come here! Come closer! | wish to touch you.”

The Viscount came readily and sat down on the bxl.took Sarah’s
hands into his own clasp and stared intently at tmmggard face. A
suspicion, which had lurked half-formed ever sittewedding ceremony,
suddenly crystallized in his mind.

“Who are you?” he asked sharply. “Where do you ctnoe ?"
Sarah’s weak laugh was drowned in a spasm of cogghWhen she had
recovered her breath she looked at the Viscount sirmbk her head

reprovingly.

“You have the rules all wrong, my lord. Visions oah interrogate their
creators. | am supposed to gskiquestions, not the other way about.”



Impatiently the Viscount took her shoulders andediher body until she
stared directly into his face, He could feel thearphess of her bones
through the thin fabric of her bedgown.

“Look at me, Sarah!” he commanded. “You know thaim not a vision.
You can feel my hands holding you--they are realdsa You were in a
delirium, but that is past now. You have had noefesince early this
morning. Your day has been spent almost entirelsieep, | believe, and
although you may feel confused, you are now awakeu are not
dreaming.”

“Then | am truly in this comfortable bed? | am motthe workhouse any
more?” She turned to look wistfully at the cup ofkrthat stood on the
table by her bedside.

“The milk is real, too? | may drink it without rumg the dream?”

“Of course.” The Viscount handed her the cup, watghlispassionately as
her trembling fingers guided the cup to her lipse $ried to disguise her
eagerness, but the milk slid down her throat inistwed gulps. She turned
her eyes away from the Viscount when the drink fi@shed. She spoke
without meeting his gaze.

“I was afraid to take it before, in case it waseally there. Usually, when
one is hungry, it is safe to imagine anything oteages, as long as you
don’t try to pretend that you're eating.”

The Viscount forced down a flicker of emotion, whitie refused to
identify as pity.

“I understood that Dr. Thompson arranged for yobéagiven some gruel.
In your present weakened state he naturally cowldfeed you more
substantial meals.”

Sarah hastened to answer the implied rebuke. “@m!sure the doctor
gave me the gruel. It's just that | am hungry, hgvbeen without food for
so many days". And then, | am still confused asnvtat has actually
happened and what is the product of my imaginatdou would not



believe someof the stories my fever invented for me last nigl8he
flashed the Viscount a rather shy smile.

“Besides, | am always hungry, you know. My sistemplains that | have
enough appetite for two hungry dock-porters.”

The Viscount frowned, but made no immediate comm&he painful
thinness of her body did not suggest that she waise habit of indulging
her hearty appetite very frequently. When he finapoke, his voice was
deceptively mild, containing a note of bland enguhrat would have set
any of his servants instantly on guard.

“I must tell you, Sarah, that my curiosity has beésereasing ever since |
came into this room tonight. | don’t know how mugiu remember of the
events of the last few days, but perhaps | maylloaved to refresh your
memory. You were found in the fever ward of St.héaine’s Workhouse.
St. Katharine’s is a parish situated in the vergrhef London’s dockyards,
an area not renowned for the gentility of its inkeafts. | was given to
understand by the workhouse matron--and the wet yag were wearing
bore out this information--that you had been redcas a destitute suicide
from the banks of the River Thames.” He smiled ifaghion that sent a
small chill down Sarah’s spine.

“You will realize that | became intrigued when kdovered that the object
of my charity, far from being the illiterate, unnmemed drab whom | might
have anticipated, turned out to be a young womasbwious education.”

He looked piercingly at Sarah’s ashen face. “Cogdd explain to me,

Sarah, why a woman fished out of the river afteuasuccessful attempt at
suicide, should turn out to be possessed of anatidacfar beyond her

apparent station? Do you realize that in all theveosations we have had,
you have never once committed an error in gramm@latonstruction?

Your accent alone marks you as a member of thea¢gldiclasses. | cannot
think how the three of us managed last night tosnti® significance of

your manner of speech.”

There was no response from the silent woman ifbdlte and the Viscount
looked down at her restlessly.



“Well, Sarah. | await your answer.”

She did not respond to him, lying with closed eyesler the heavy
canopies of the bed, apparently dead to the w&&dzed by a curious
urgency, the Viscount placed his hand around heéstwfhe pulse beat
strongly beneath his fingers. Roughly, he jerkeddhand away.

“You may desist from this convenient play-actingadam. You are no
more unconscious than | am. | feel entitled to knwawo you are. You may
console yourself with the thought that it is unliké¢hat your crime can
exceed my worst expectations.” He spoke dryly. $&sir husband, | am
likely to share your desire to keep your past aféenconcealed, if it is at
all possible.”

Her eyes flew open with startling rapidity.

“My husband?" she repeated dazedly. Her hand cdtcht his sleeve.
“Then | didn’t imagine the whole? There really waasvedding here in this
room last night? A parson came?” Her grip on reget tightened. “Then .
.. then what is my name now?"

Gently the Viscount removed her hand from his seéie took the time to
brush away an imaginary crease.

“That, if you will remember, is what | have juskaslyou my dear.”

The girl in the bed could not hide the parade obgoms which ran across
her face. Bewilderment, a flicker of amusement,lofeéd by fear,
overwhelming and blotting out everything else.

“I am Sarah,” she said at last. “I must have todal yhis yesterday. | am
Sarah Jane Smith.”

“Well, yes. Those are indeed the names which appearur certificate of
marriage. But, off-hand, | can think of at leasbtather ladies whom |
know who share with you the name of Sarah SmithydAsmentioned last
night in an unguarded moment, it is such a splénadidmmonplaceaame,
is it not?"



He smiled again, the cold smile that froze Sar&laisds into rigid claws,
clasping the sheets for protection.

“I would like to hear your life history, my dear.sAyour husband and
protector, | feel it is no more than my due.” Hiargce sharpened into open
mockery.

“You will find me all considerate attention.”

Her eyes slid away, to examine the fingers toyiegvously with the bed
linen.

“There is very little to tell you, my lord. My sest and | were left as
orphans at an early age. We were taken in by tiistar of our parish and
treated in every way as if we had been his own ling. My sister Cassie
and my. . .guardian. . .were both victims of theerg epidemic fever
which has been sweeping the poorer sections dafithé

“Why, that is an admirably brief biography, Saradhd, moreover, it
possesses the tremendous advantage of showingsytbe amnocent victim
of harsh circumstance. | can only admire such qtickking, my dear.
And in your reduced state of health, as well!”

Sarah bit her lip. “It was not quick thinking, nordl. It was the truth.”

“But it nevertheless omits some points which | awcéd to consider rather
interesting. As your husband, you know, | confesart insatiable curiosity
concerning therecisechain of circumstance that led up to your decision
to end it all in the river.”

“Why did you marry me, my lord?”
“That does not answer my question, Sarah.”

Her voice was weak, but she looked at him steatlilgid notaskyou to
marry me, my lord. As you must know, | was deligdast night and quite
unaware of the consequences of my words and actises no reason why
| should reveal details of my personal history tonan whose integrity
must surely be very much in doubt.”



“If my integrity is truly in doubt, it would certaly be wiser not to goad
me with provocative speeches. Come, Sarah. | am nesponsible for
your future. May | not share some of the detailgamir past?”

Sarah sank back against the pillows, seeming siyldeaore frail, more
shrunken than she had before. “There is no greatany my lord. Our. . .
guardian. . .was poor and dedicated, often a taalbination for a lowly
clergyman without connections. His stipend as vafat. Stephen’s was
usually spent before it was received in caringttier destitute of the parish.
When he died and my sister with him, | found myssterly alone and
without friends. Do you find it so strange thatdctled to end a struggle
that had become unbearably burdensome?”

“I think, Sarah, that you have told me only somehaf truth. And it is the
omissions from your story which | find more intdreg.”

A faint flush crept into Sarah’s cheeks, but shiel sething more. Her
body was racked by a sudden fit of shivering, wisble tried to conceal
from the Viscount’'s determined scrutiny. He founchéelf touched by the
evidence of pride as he would not have been bysmwyious pleas for
mercy.

He rose to his feet, astonishing himself by his darbearance.

“Very well, Sarah. | will not press you for morefanmation tonight. But
we are going to have to exchange confidences at done, you know.
After all, we are now committed to one another tlog rest of our lives,
and we must resign ourselves to many years of patar’'s company. An
awesome thought, is it not?”

“You do not have to endure my company,” said Sdgatly. “I cannot
imagine why you married me, my lord, but you needtl fiear that | shall
take advantage of the situation. Indeed, | shoutdfep to remain
independent.”

She was struck by a sudden thought, and struggled tip more firmly in
the bed, her face lit by a glow of eagerness.



“Perhaps you would like to provide me with a sntalftage somewhere in
the country? | would go away and never trouble wgain, my lord. |
would change my name...make no claim on you. Wiaraen and, a cow,
| could live on a very small income.”

The Viscount smiled cynically.

“An idyllic picture, my dear. You are suddenly mastcommodating. And
just what is your definition of a ‘very small ince/?”

She did not hear the sarcasm of his question.

“Would fifty pounds a year be too much?” She cotlardly breathe
because of the nervous tension. With fifty pourstie, could afford to take
Aggie with her. She stole a glance at the Viscand, misunderstanding
the blankness of his expression, collapsed ag#uespillows. Her breath
escaped in a sad little sigh.

“We have managed on less, of course, my lord. Indidintend to appear
demanding.”

“That is enough! Be silent!”

The Viscount was furious to discover himself shack#o sympathy for
this derelict from the workhouse. Fifty pounds ancbw! The last piece of
lace which he had given to Lady Angela had costradred pounds, twice
the amount this girl asked for to last her a year.

The Viscount, who had been brought up to accepettemous disparity
between his own situation and that of the vast neédg®ople around him,
was aware of an unfamiliar sensation of guilt. Hsnner of living ensured
that he was rarely exposed to the harsh strugdlélseounderprivileged,
and he was uncomfortable at this close, persomdhcbwith hardship and
privation. When he spoke, his voice was brusqueeasied to maintain his
usual note of languid indifference. '

“You must rest, madam. | shall return tomorrow mieg so that | may
inform you what steps | plan to take in order totifg this situation.” His
eyes rested briefly on the thin, white face ofvhife.



“Good-night, Sarah. Do not waste the next few honrgventing stories
for my delectation. | am not a gullible man, anshhll discover the truth
eventually, you know. You must endeavour to consgour strength.”

Her eyes fluttered open for a moment, but closednalgefore she had time
to observe the faint softening of her husband sesgion.

“I shall ask one of the maids to sit with you, Sardf you require
something to drink or some other service performgal should not
hesitate to ask.” He laughed, as if at some prijake.

“You are, after all, the new Viscountess Blackwdod.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE VISCOUNT breakfasted early the next morningj)stoming generous
guantities of ham and coffee while ignoring thetleodf madeira that the
butler had thoughtfully provided. He appeared toibe@n unexpectedly
mild humour, a fact which the underfootman hastewoechrry back to the
kitchens. The servants began to hope that therbisgtand mutually

conflicting-rumours which they had heard concerrtimg new Viscountess
would, after all, prove to be without foundation.h&h the Viscount

voluntarily sought out his secretary, the servagbed with relief. It was

common knowledge that Mr. Jeffries had been ledcearyrdance over the
past year, since the Viscount refused to partieipathe administration of
the Blackwood estates, and even declined to sigrdaouments related to
the pan of his inheritance which was in disputee Tiaster, they told one
another hopefully, must at last be preparing tamesthe arduous duties
and responsibilities of his rank.

Mrs. Benson, who was the first to observe the Mists entry into the
secretary’s small office, nodded with satisfactam hurried off to discuss
this interesting turn of events with the butler. film believer in the
beneficial effects of Romance and Matrimony, theudskeeper was
delighted to pass on this solid evidence of thec®ist's reformed
character. Potter, listening approvingly to the segondescended so far as
to agree that the Viscountess was undoubtedly thesec of this
unprecedented conference.

This, in fact, was the case, although not at athi;m manner imagined by
Mrs. Benson and Potter. The Viscount's visit to lsecretary was
motivated solely by suspicion concerning his brig&ans for a reformed
lifestyle could hardly have been further from hisda

Finding his secretary deep in earnest perusal efntiorning’s political
news, the Viscount tapped him courteously on tloeilster. He always felt
guilty that Jeffries should suffer the brunt of iheonvenience caused by
the late Viscount's idiosyncratic will. Mr. Jeffsiewhose dedication to the
Viscount’s interests was exceeded only by his soignof manner, sprang
to his feet. A guilty flush stained his wrinkledesks, as if he had been



discovered dallying with the kitchen maid, rathieart improving his mind
by pondering affairs of state.

“Lord Blackwood! Sir!” His voice contained as muemthusiasm as he
would ever permit himself to show. “May | offer yomy hearty
felicitations, sir, on this happy occasion?”

“Why, thank you, Jeffries. | am touched by your legtance. Do you really
consider my visit to your office merits such extagant congratulations?”

“I spoke of your marriage, sir.” Jeffries did naty tto disguise his

disapproval of the Viscount’s levity. As far as Meffries was concerned,
life was a serious affair, and should be treatecbtingly. He spoke
severely. “Then perhaps you have come to approveggbommendations
contained in my report on the agricultural improests at

Wrexham?” “Alas, Jeffries, | am afraid not. | anrded to confess that |
did not know such a report existed.”

“lincluded it in the last set of papers sent to yor signature, sir.”
The Viscount appeared lost in contemplation offinigernails.

“But you already know, Jeffries, that | do not red@tuments concerning
my father's estates. You are authorized by my f&héawyers to
administer the property as you and they see fitfallyer did not choose to
make me his heir. You cannot expect me to showigodat interest in
administering the trust.”

“Yes, my lord. But | did just think-now that youeamarried, you know-
that you would be interested in Wrexham again.al$ heverted to you,
after all.”

The Viscount looked up from a leisurely inspectadrnis left hand.

“Ah yes,” he said meditatively. “My recent marriageknew there was
some reason why | had come to see you today.” Hedraintly. "Other

than for the pleasure of your company, of coursewRhat you mention
my marriage, you have brought this little mattemnd. | have recently
become curious about a certain parish in the EadtdE London, situated



near the dockyards. If | remember correctly, theispais called St.

Stephen’s, and | am particularly interested todearhatever | can about
the last incumbent. A very dedicated man, | am miteeunderstand, who
was supported in his charitable works by two yolauies."

“You wish to make enquiries about this parish, "siNar. Jeffries was
understandably bewildered. “Or did you wish to knavere about the
vicar?"

“Both the vicarand the parish, | think,” said the Viscount. His atien
appeared to wander, but with difficulty he broughback to the matter
under discussion.

“And, of course, Jeffries, anything you can find about the two ladies
would be. . .er. . .most useful.”

“Yes, my lord.” Mr. Jeffries was so rarely askeddo anything at all by
the Viscount that he felt he could not pass anyroent on this somewhat
peculiar task. He had been in Lord Blackwood'’s isergince the day the
Viscount came down from university, but he had lagg abandoned any
hope of understanding the complex motivations winicived the Viscount
to action. A week ago he would have sworn thatemgployer was still
hopelessly infatuated with Lady Angela Thorpe, araeeary harlot in
aristocratic clothing if ever Jeffries had seen.dwaw it transpired that the
Viscount was married to an unknown girl--and app#ye if rumour was
to be believed, after months of secret romance.

“I| fear that employment with me has its difficultie Jeffries.” The
Viscount’'s voice held a hint of laughter as it beokto Mr. Jeffries’s
thoughts. “Never mind. May | rely upon you to sea unexceptional
announcement of my marriage to the Morning Post?"

“Naturally, sir. | have already drafted a few lirfes your approval.”
“Admirable, Jeffries. Wherever should | be withgou?”

The Viscount smiled with real warmth, ignoring heecretary’s air of
somewhat flustered disapproval.



“And console yourself with the thought, my friertdat your report on St.
Stephen’s is one which | shall read with the grets&ention.”

The Viscount rang the bell for the butler.

“My hat, coat and gloves if you please, Potter.ustpay a call upon the
Dowager Viscountess.”

He glanced at his watch and smothered a yawn. ‘pédtten in the
morning and | am already forced to go out for apoaptment. Marriage is
a most fatiguing business.”

“Yes, my lord.” Potter’s response was at its mosbden. He gestured to
the footman carrying his lordship’s outer garmeats] personally helped
the Viscount ease his shoulders into the multi-dagreatcoat.

“Mrs. Benson wished to ask your lordship when LaBlckwood’s
luggage might be expected to arrive. We have bewbla to find any
personal attire for Lady Blackwood anywhere inhloese, my lord.”

“Good lord, luggage!” The Viscount frowned distredty, then shrugged.
“Lady Blackwood’s belongings will be arriving shigrt Perhaps this
afternoon,” he said smoothly. He accepted his gloaed hat from the
butler, tucking his cane beneath his arm. The bbtteved low, but looked
at his employer knowingly as he reached the door.

“I'm sure Mrs. Benson will be pleased to hear akldbetluggage, my lord.”

The Viscount turned back, looked at Potter seagthinthen smiled
ruefully at his secretary.

“I cannot imagine why you bother to ask my advideow anything,
Jeffries. It is perfectly clear that my servantewrfar more than | do about
what goes on in my household.”

Mr. Jeffries seized his courage with both hands.



“The remedy for that situation lies within your owgrasp, my lord. If you
would but turn your mind to it, we both know ya@ould be the ablest
administrator the Blackwood estates have ever kiiown

“Another lecture, Jeffries? | am keeping tally, yknow. That is the sixth
which | have received in the last two days. For somason, all my
friends--not to mention the members of my houselselein determined to
impress me with the benefits of their wisdom. Lethope that my mother
has not effected a similar transformation and bexanxious to reform me
overnight.”

“It seems an unlikely possibility, sir.” Jeffriegnitted his mouth to twist
into a small, dry smile. “Please be so kind asaiovey my respectful good
wishes to the Dowager Viscountess.”

“Beneath that superficial gloominess of manner, fridgsf there
undoubtedly beats the heart of an unregeneratenigptiYou have known
my mother for upwards of thirty years. Whatevedkgou to suppose that
| shall be able to silence the Dowager long enotmlsay anything
coherent--let alone pass along other people’sgoigssages?”

The Viscount stepped out cheerfully into the rigowf the February
morning, without giving his secretary a chanceegoly. The butler and Mr.
Jeffries were left to stare after his retreatingkowith varying degrees of
bafflement and hope.

THE DOWAGER Viscountess Blackwood was bored. Shengal upon
her elegant day-couch, wondering disconsolately bbe was to survive
another single week of mourning for her late, omredly lamented,
husband. Staring into the mirrors lining the wafl leer boudoir, she
twitched the froth of lace that served as her gppfor a widow’s cap, and
tugged with unladylike vigour at the black silk bér gown. Life as a
widow was very flat.

The sounds of an approaching visitor, even oneingalat such an
impossibly unfashionable hour, jolted her into agslnt state of eager
anticipation. Disposing her glorious dark curls threir most becoming



clusters, she turned round to welcome her visbthe sight of her eldest
son, she flung herself off the couch and into hissawith a total disregard
for convention and the dictates of female decorum.

“Everett” cried the Dowager in a muffled shriek of astémigent, which
suggested that she had not seen her eldest soorithsn perhaps years.
“Where have you been? And how could you leave ma@he forweek®"

Laughingly, the Viscount disengaged himself frora tother's embrace,
looking into her eyes with an affectionate smilatthad never been seen
by any of the other women who passed through Fes fiot even Lady
Angela.

“Come, come, Mama. | seem to recall that you foroezl here for that
horrendously dull dinner party not ten days since.”

“My dinner parties are never dull, even though Iiamrmourning," said the
Dowager reproachfully. “They are merebspectableé She smiled at him
mischievously. “I suppose | might depend upon yoompany any time
that | wished, if | could but offer you a selectiohopera dancers!’

The Viscount laughed. “I'm afraid not, Mama. | greyast the stage of
opera dances when | was about nineteen. So dobi&glyou--set about
organizing a small orgy for my entertainment. | awgou will render me
an old man, years before my time! ”

The Dowager sighed a little wistfully. “Well, it wéd not beentirely for
your benefit, you know. | have frequently wondevetht it would be like
to participate in an . . .in amproperparty.”

She saw the look of genuine alarm flash acros¥ibeount’s features, and
she sighed. “I dare say | am not wholly seriousrgit. You may put away
your scolding expression. It reminds me quite ditddof your father in
one of his more disagreeable moods.”

The Viscount’s lips twitched unwillingly. “ReallyMama! You are
incorrigible,” he expostulated.

She changed the conversation before he should egirkin earnest.



“Everett, | have had another horrid letter from tthdismal lawyer,
Witherspoon. He told me that the appeal to the Highrt had failed, and
now Babbington will inherit all your money. Oh Ee#t How could you
let that terrible, depressing Babbington get whatrightfully yours?
Whenever Frederick sees me, he stares through tlespecable spectacles
of his and saysAnotherdress, Susannah?’ | canr®ar to think of him
occupying my own dear house in town, and probabdying out all my
beautiful straw silk draperies to replace them witihmson plush! You
knowwhat abominable taste he has!”

“I think you are worrying unnecessarily, Mama. hoat believe that my
cousin Frederick is at all likely to waste his mpma replacing perfectly
good curtains, merely because he dislikes the colothink you may

assume that your silk draperies will be safe far tlext generation at
least.”

The Dowager looked at him witheringly.

“Why are you talking about curtains? You know quitell that this is not
what | meant at all.”

Her face crumpled slightly, and she turned awayitte the faint flush
which suffused her cheeks.

“Everett, you are mgon | cannot bear to see you throw away your chance
for future happiness because of. . . because .00Oh! How | wish your
father had never written that utterly stupid will!”

“Don’t we all?” murmured the Viscount. Reluctanthye stretched out his
hands to clasp the Dowager’s fingers within his own

“I have come to tell you something important, myadeAnd to ask for
your help.”

He hesitated, unwilling to confess the truth, malizing that he could not
delay much longer in giving her the news. “I haeene to tell you that |
am married, Mama. | was married two days ago.”



“Oh no!” The Dowager paled. “Oh, Everett! | had kdpprayedthat you
would not do it. Think of the people who dependmugou! Think of your
father!”

“I must crave your indulgence, ma’am. | never thatkmy father if it is at
all possible to avoid doing so.”

“Everett, | cannot believe that she will make yappy.” The Dowager’s
nervous fingers toyed with the elegant silk frirggof her sleeve.

“You know that | would never reproach you for yochmoice of bride
merely because the world might consider her unisigit8ut Lady Angela .

”

She walked over to her dressing-table in evideintatgn, avoiding her
son’s silent gaze. At last she drew a deep breadhsaid determinedly, "I
have never thought that Lady Angela Thorpe coul@#éengu happy, but |
shall do my best to meet her with complaisanceesyou have chosen
her.”

The Viscount’s voice was as cold as his motherenad heard it.

“In the circumstances, ma’am, | suppose we may tduortunate that |
have not made Lady Angela my bride. You do not krbwe girl | have
married. Her name is Sarah.” His lips twisted ini@mic smile. “Sarah
Smith until two days ago.”

“SarahSmitl?" The dowager’s voice was blank with astonishméBiit
nobody is called Smith, Everett.”

“On the contrary, my dear. | believe we can safedy that it is the
commonest name in England.”

“You know very well what | mean. You are determirtecbe disagreeable
today. How did you meet her? Who is sponsoring fogr] am sure that
there is nobody called Smith whom | can recall.ddgl...is she one of the
Lancashire Smiths? | believe | met one of them osteange northern
sort of people.”



“This passion for genealogy is quite new in you,nMa | thought you had
just remarked you would pay no attention to worl@hgibility in my
bride. Yet here you are, sounding for all the wdikeé a cross between
Jeffries and Witherspoon, about to lecture me upgrresponsibilities to
the Blackwood name. Are you not going to wish medy&”

“Oh, but of course. Although | am fully aware oktfact that you haven't
answered my questions, you know.”

The Viscount found himself once again enfolded e tDowager’'s
delicately perfumed embrace.

“Tell me about her, Everett. | am so overcome byrynews that my wits
have flown out of the window. Is she pretty? Shéke her?”

“I find it difficult to answer your questions. S&rdas been sick. She has
never been presented to society--I met her whilea$ engaged upon a
mission of charity.”

He observed his mother’'s astonished expression,said! wryly, “You
may recall that my trustees had rebuked me for nppéry behaviour,
ma’am. Meeting Sarah was the result of my attemptclaaracter
improvement.”

He saw that his mother's expression still hoveretvben disbelief and
deep anxiety, and he paced the room restlessly.

“I need your help, Mama. For good or ill, Sarah &mde wed, and for the
first time | find myself in agreement with the eash Mr. Witherspoon.
There has been sufficient scandal attached to taek®ood name. It is
time for me to assume some of the burden of adteng our estates. |
find myself with a wife. | will not attempt to coeal from you that the
marriage was a hurried affair, not properly thougtit, conducted when |
was in my cups. Will you help me see that Saraltsdus bring further
disgrace upon us? | have already contributed niae iy fair share.”

“Nonsense!” exclaimed the Dowager roundly. “It islyoto be expected
that a man will sow a few wild oats before he sstlown. If your father
had but been prepared to allow nature to takeoitsse.. . But there! It is



no use crying over spilt milk. Tell me frankly, widp you expect your
wife to cause any scandal? Have you allowed youteebe thrust into
foolishness by one of your fits of temper? Whenrywill is crossed, it is
sometimes as if you have the devil himself uporrghwulder.”

“If only my father could have remembered that,dstiie Viscount bitterly.
He saw the worry that darkened his mother’s facksat down beside her.
“Pay no attention to me, Mama. | will explain touyabout Sarah.”

He paused, unwilling to reveal to his mother howelsssly he had
ventured into marriage, and ashamed that he haatrepon somebody’s
prospective death to thwart his father’'s purpose.cbiuld not help seeing
the lines of concern that creased the perfectiohi®fimother’s forehead,
and he noticed the worry that dulled the normafidpaof the Dowager’'s

eyes. His half-formed desire to protect her frorfi kmowledge of his

reckless behaviour hardened into a firm resolverolild not be possible to
pretend that he had made a brilliant match, buhgges Sarah could be
passed off as the respectable daughter of a copanson. He took his
mother’s hands between his own, patting them gently

“Sarah has been neglected by her family, Mama.i$Sha orphan, and has
been brought up by a clergyman and naturally knoatiing of London
society. She must regain her strength for a feve dayt when she is well,
may | rely upon you to ease her path into socieBjie will need
instruction, | am sure, if she is not to becomelib#@ of every malicious
gossip-monger in town."

“Well, of course, Everett! You have only to ask.heéSsighed a little
tremulously. “But how did you come to marry suclgid? Why--when
there are so many others who could have servepuip@se better?”

The Viscount smiled lightly.
“Now, Mama, you cannot expect me to revedll my secrets at one
session! You may whisper to your friends that myrage sets the seal

upon a long and secret romance.”

He teased her gently. “You cannot deny that prasgmt new daughter-in-
law will be much more fun than wondering what toraiw that your year



of mourning is at an end. In fact, | am beginningwtonder if | did not
marry just to please you!”

“At least it puts that odious cousin Frederick iis proper place.” The
Dowager’'s expression lightened visibly. “And | mhyy myself a new
wardrobe.”

She tripped over to the wall of mirrors. “Pale lagler with silver
trimmings. What do you think, Everett? Would it rm charming--and
perfectly proper for a widow?”

The Viscount raised her fingers to his lips.

“I think it would be entrancing, as you very wetidw. Will you come and
meet Sarah tomorrow morning, Mama? | think she ballstrong enough
by then. But no wearing her out with difficult qtieas, mind!”

“You will be unable to keep me away. And sirgleeis not an expert at
wriggling out of answering questions--not to mentibeing expert at
wrapping me around her little finger--1 may justspibly learn something
about this mysterious marriage.”

The Viscount thought of the pale, determined fagegl quiet upon the
lacy pillows, and a sudden smile lit up the depthisis eyes.

“It is certainly possible, Mama. But | would notwd upon it.”

He touched his lips to her slim fingers once agaid was gone, leaving
the Dowager to watch his progress down the cormdthr worried eyes.

Her expression would have been more troubled had lstown his
destination. It was undoubtedly fortunate, therefdhat the torrid love
scene later enacted in Lady Angela’s boudoir washe nature of things,
forever veiled from her view.



CHAPTER SIX

THE VISCOUNT knocked at Sarah’s door, humming waghiet self-
congratulation as he waited for a serving-girl tewaer his summons. He
strolled into the bedchamber, noting with satiséacthat Dr. Thompson
had sent round some respectable old lady to aet m&rse. This woman
bobbed a curtsey with becoming humility, smootHhueg white apron with
capable, toil-worn hands.

The Viscount allowed his gaze to roam around thkrgom, pleased at its
orderly appearance. The bedchamber was suffuseatiebgoft light of a
blazing fire and several candles. The furnitureagied with the lustre of
fresh polish, and a copper pot, perched on the émiited the fragrance of
brewing herbs. He saw four or five bandboxes si@claatly in one corner,
gratifying evidence that his afternoon visit to tRantheon Bazaar had
already borne fruit. His wife now possessed a fesidnecessities of her
own, which ought to satisfy the housekeeper.

The nurse, without being asked, pulled back th@eatras surrounding the
bed, and curtsied again a little nervously.

“Miss Sarah . . . that is to say, her ladyshipsleeping, my lord. | don't
think it would be wise to waken her up.” The Viaob raised an
astonished and supercilious eyebrow.

“She has presumably been sleeping all day, andnstyesleep for the rest
of the night. But at the moment | wish to talk &r{and in private.”

“Yes, m’'lord.”

The nurse withdrew in defeated silence, avoidirg Wiscount’s eyes as
she scuttled from the room. There was a slight nmm@re from the bed.

“Was it necessary to be so rude to Aggie? She whstoying to protect
me.”



The Viscount’s pleasant mood of self-satisfacti@migshed instantly. He
stared disbelievingly at the girl in the bed, raths if he suspected a peg-
doll of springing to life while his attention watherwise engaged.

“I was not aware that you were in need of protecfrom me. | was rather
under the impression--apparently a mistaken oreg--ylou would have
been dead had it not been for my intervention. Meee, | am not in the
habit of permitting servants to tell me what | skiodo.”

The grey eyes sparkled with dangerous flashesef fi
“Aggie is not a servant. She is more of a friend.”

“In one day?” The Viscount’s tone was derisive. tirare generous in
awarding the favour of your friendship.”

He was surprised to detect a faint flush that spadang the delicate line
of her cheekbones. Her voice was more conciliaidrgn she spoke again.

“You did say the other night that if | required semservice, | had only to
ask for it.” Her chin rose defiantly. “I asked Oihompson if he could send
for Aggie--Agatha Meadows. She was our housekeepee, and | knew
that she would be able to come and nurse me. Shalba been caring for
Lizzie, the old woman who came here with me frora th. . from the

workhouse.” The grey eyes were a little pleadinghbught your servants
might appreciate some extra help with two invabdgheir hands.”

“You are all thoughtfulness,” he said sarcasticaflycan see that your
recovery has been swifter than any of us anticgpdtéad better not stay
away from you for two days at a stretch, or | sihedlirn to find the house
totally reorganized.”

“l should not dream of doing anything so presumpsjany lord. But it is
true that | feel much stronger today. My constintihas always been
unfashionably robust.”

She stopped speaking and studied the elaborateéecpane on the bed as
she struggled to school her voice to suitable hitynilNevertheless, my
lord, | realize that had it not been for your tijme@itervention, neither my



constitution nor anything else could have savedThe.fever ward at that
workhouse would have killed off the strongest of rials, let alone
someone who had just spent the night in the rivam grateful, my lord,
but | cannot help wondering how you expect me toalestrate my thanks.
There are very few ways a woman in my situatiorabge to show her
appreciation.”

“A little frankness would certainly prove a step tine right direction,
madam. You have already told me that you are ahaorpbrought up by a
kind-hearted minister. You will understand that indf such an
autobiography somewhat inadequate for the woman whoow my
wife.” The angry sparkle returned to her eyes. dAsf course, my lord,
you have nothing to explain. We all know that Viscaumgo into the
poorhouse every day in order to select a briddad, one cannot help
wondering how all the débutantes of aristocratiedige ever find suitable
husbands, since their menfolk are all out searcthiagyutters for a bride.”

The Viscount strode angrily away from the bed.

“My reasons were adequate, or at least they seespedt the time. |

naturally did not anticipate selecting a sharp-tet)termagant like you
for a bride.” He laughed harshly. “I imagined aethior a harlot, or even a
simple illiterate. | was then foolish enough to gmee that | might receive
some gratitude. You will perceive the depth of npe”

“You sound aggrieved, my lord. | am sorry thatildd to conform to your
specifications. | regret that | must confess thhave never been either a
thief or a harlot. Indeed, except for the fact timgt guardian laboured in a
parish full of the destitute, | cannot see thatlifeyhas been very different
from that of many other young women. As a childtudied and played.
As an adult kept house for my guardian and leathatithe poor have very
little time for play.” She drew a deep breath amitlently struggled to
speak more calmly. “As for my gratitude, my lordsHall endeavour to
display it when once | have regained my strength.”

The' Viscount ignored this final barb. He seemecliped in staring at the
fire. His expression was hidden in the shadows dastthe great
mantelpiece. “I think we now come once again to oniginal question,
Sarah. If your life was so dull, so full of the n@l routines of young



womanhood, pray tell me why you were found floataighe edge of the
river-- and in a state of starvation too.”

He looked round quickly, just in time to see thekiér of terror that
flashed across her face. It was quickly suppresbat,a faint tremor
underscored her words when she spoke again.

“My sister and guardian are both dead. | had nocsoaf income. Why do
you find it so hard to accept that | could not fil@ strength to carry on?
Do you have someeasonfor suspecting that my story is untrue?"

“You do not strike me, ma’am, as a woman who ig/\ikely to turn her
thoughts to suicide.” He looked at her coldly. hh surprised there was no
curate or other worthy gentleman eager to offer g protection of his
name.”

“My unc . . . my guardian’s parish did not offer aswide variety of

eligible gentlemen, my lord. The curate--you argect in assuming there
was a curate--had been betrothed to my sister €dsss difficult to see

how he, a young man struggling to make his wayé@Ghurch, could have
offered his protection to a young, unmarried woreatirely unrelated to
him.”

“Ah! So the curate let you down.” The Viscount leok at her

speculatively, without warmth. “Even so, one disa@ippment seems
unlikely to have driven you to suicide. It does nwtter, you know. | shall
discover whatever it is you have to hide eventyahd then you may wish
you had chosen to confide in me sooner.”

She had her feelings well under control again now.

“That is possible, of course, my lord.” She lookachim steadily. “What
do you plan to do with me, my lord? If you will ntgll me why you
married me, at least let me know what my future fatto be.”

“You are my wife. You will live the life that beBtyour station for as long
as it pleases me. The estate requires an heisinod | am married to you,
| suppose you will have to provide it. After thetho can say? Your future
is secure. Even if | never wish to see you agaganinot allow it to be said



that the Viscountess Blackwood starves in a galifrgau conduct yourself
properly, you will be able to occupy yourself carifor the Blackwood
heir. Otherwise you will be generously pensionef] wfy dear, and the
children removed from your undesirable influence.”

“You are despicable, my lord,” she hissed at hidnd what if | do not
agree to your programme?”

“l do not understand your question.”

“What if it does not please me to participate iis thild deception? | am no
Viscountess. | am not your wife--except by virtieaostrange ceremony
conducted when | was half out of my mind with sieks. What if | choose
to make public the true facts concerning our mamfeneeting, and the
absurdity of our wedding ceremony?”

The Viscount’s chill voice cut sharply through tim@unting hysteria of her
guestions.

“There are two perfectly good reasons, madam.,Rir& not in your own
interests to spread such a story. | have rescuedrgm certain penury and
almost certain death. What do you plan to do whareo/ou have spread
your rumours? Where will you go? How will you edho will employ
you? Secondly, you will do as | say becausederyou to do it, and | have
the power to compel your obedience. | should neoinkhfrom physical
violence if | felt it was necessary. Do | make mganing plain?”

“Admirably, my lord.” Her voice was bitter. “I am prisoner and your
slave, but my bonds will be silken until | displeagu.”

“Excellent. Your intelligence does you credit, mgad, | am sure we shall
contrive to rub along together very agreeably.”

He strolled over to the door and placed a langaiddhupon the bellrope
that would summon her servant.

“By the way, Sarah, my mother, the Dowager Visceast plans to visit
you tomorrow morning. She believes--or at any dte hopes--that our
marriage is the culmination of a secret attachnmbkat has endured for



some weeks. | trust | may rely upon you not to lidision her
preconceptions?”

“Certainly, my lord.” She laughed hysterically.wias unable to resist your
pleas for an early marriage because of the strepfgtiy feelings towards
you. Is that good enough, my lord?”

The Viscount smiled blandly. “It will do for a stat am so glad that we
are beginning to understand one another, my déapé you sleep well.”

“‘“MAMA, | WOULD LIKE TO present you to Sarah, my véf | solicit
your kindness on her behalf. Sarah, this is my ewthhe Dowager
Viscount Blackwood.”

The formal words of introduction rolled sonorouslyound the bed. If

Sarah had not already been terrified by the thoaghteeting her mother-
in-law, such cold formality would certainly haveastered any hope of
composure. As it was, she had been lying in bechliliag for the past

three hours, and the icy reserve of the Viscoungsiner merely increased
her natural nervousness to the point of panic.sswred with blank eyes at
the awe-inspiring figure in black silk, painfullyvare of the inadequacies
of her own toilette. The black figure stared backaisilence more awful
than the angriest of words.

In fact, the Dowager was silenced through sheerzamant. Well used to
her son’s taste in women, she had anticipated @ briho was either
blonde and bounteously curved or raven-haired #odrey. In her wildest
dreams, she had never imagined that Everett milyhhianself with a pale,
ethereal Wraith who looked quite likely to breakbifeathed upon too
heavily.

The Dowager stole one further disbelieving looloittie girl’'s wide grey

eyes, and failed to recognize the panic which ldrke their depths.

Regally she inclined her head in acknowledgement@fintroduction, her

mind too confused to think how half-hearted hepoese must seem to
Sarabh.



“I must ask you to forgive me for receiving you shinformally,” said
Sarah unhappily. It seemed obvious that the Dowages not going to
become either a friend or an ally. “Perhaps thedMist. . .my husband . . .
has told you | have been unwell?”

“Sarah contracted a chill which was badly negleétedid the Viscount
briskly. “But Dr. Thompson assures me that all dangf complications is
now past.”

“It was unfortunate that Sarah should have corgdhetchill just when you
decided to many her,” said the Dowager. “And doubifjortunate that for
some reason it was impossible to make us knowmeécamother before the
ceremony.”

The Viscount had the grace to look discomfited.

“As you know, Mama, there were good reasons whymayriage could
not be delayed. We are fortunate that Sarah feliveak to resist my pleas’
for an immediate ceremony. If she had not been sitdar | should never
have persuaded her to become my wife.”

Sarah looked up angrily from her determined stutithe pattern on her
bedspread. Her nervousness was swallowed up inwilgehe Viscount’s
subtle distortion of the events leading up to thearriage. She threw a
fulminating glance of reproach at the Viscount froeneath veiled lashes,
and the Dowager was surprised to detect the flaghmeothat sparkled in
Sarah’s cool grey eyes. Curiosity, and a new istdreher painfully pallid
daughter-in-law, overcame the Dowager’s previolsstagon.

“My dear child,” she said softly. “I never thougtd be grateful for an
attack of fever. But if that was what Everett nekde order to spur him
into matrimony, then | must be thankful to the amiimation of the lungs
which afflicted you.”

“I trust my wife shares your enthusiasm for herriéige,” remarked the
Viscount. His glance dared Sarah to protest theidabf lies he was
weaving so skilfully. “I hope there are no regrety, love?”



“Indeed not, my lord.” Sarah’s words were quietjyjoken and without
malicious inflection, but the dowager sensed tis¢raet behind the simple
sentence. She was suddenly eager to pursue Sa@hiaintance without
her son’s interested supervision.

“You may as well go away, Everett.” She flashed Yhscount a sweet
smile, which made protest almost impossible. “Iwie have dong talk
with Sarah, and you will only pace about the rooke la cat waiting
outside a mousehole. Besides, | saw your friend Asithony Browne
sitting in the drawing-room. Do you not wish to god discuss some
important topic with him?"

The Viscount looked at her in affectionate exasjpmna

“I cannot think of any subject that is more likétycommand my attention
than the first meeting between my wife and my miothe

“Nonsense,” said the Dowager roundly. “If you arghwSir Anthony you
may discuss boxing, or a new hunter one of yoyustought. You could
even discuss politics. Men are perfectly capableneénting any number
of topics which they are pleased to consider ingodrtl am sure neither
your wife nor | could produce anything likely torapete with Gentleman
Jim’s latest exploit in the ring. Is that not soy dear?”

The Dowager was surprised to hear a small chuctita the bed.

"Well, as to that ma’am, | believe the gentlemamtmm you refer passed
on to a Higher Reward some years ago. It seems umiikely, therefore,
that we could produce conversation sufficientlermasting to compete with
anecdotes about his present activities.”

The Dowager laughed, pleased to see that her dauightaw possessed a
sense of humour, and the Viscount lifted his hamdsa gesture of
resignation.

“I acknowledge defeat. | shall withdraw and leaveuyboth to your
conversation. Tony and | may contrive to settleew problems of state
whilst you two mull over the latest fashion in rdbis.”



He bowed low over Sarah’s hands with false soldgtueaning closer to
whisper in her ear. “Dontdlareto cause my mother any anxiety.”

He straightened up and turned to his mother, lus fance again all smiles.
“Do not believe all her maidenly disclaimers, Marhir feelings towards
me are as deep as mine towards her. Is that ruf ny love?”

Colour stained the whiteness of Sarah’s cheeksepPeand stronger, my
lord.” Her eyes flashed at him, with the now-fammilsparkle. “You have
hardly begun to plumb the depths of my feelingsaimis you.”

The Viscount clasped her hand and squeezed it yllginight. “Such
passionin your voice, my lady. Desist, or you will shoeky mother.”

He kissed his mother lightly on her cheek. “I slmatlirn in half an hour to
drive you home again, Mama. No, do not bother tigst. | am protecting
Sarah--you can see that she is still in need of'res

The Dowager hardly waited for her son to close bleechamber door
behind him before walking swiftly across to the lvddere she drew up a
small chair and smiled at Sarah.

“Is Everett exaggerating?" she asked gently. “Mya@i indeed spend all
your days in bed?”

Sarah looked down at the exquisitely jewelled frsgesting lightly on her
hand, and a lump came into her throat.

“I find the Viscount a little overwhelming,” she mf@ssed at last.
“Sometimes | pretend to be more fatigued thanlytam.”

“It's perfectly obvious that Everett is never goitogtell me how you met,”
said the Dowager. “Would it be any use if | asked?¥ | have a reputation
for frivolity of mind, my dear, but it does not e a rapier- sharp wit to
perceive that you and my son are not the mostylikeuple to seek one
another out.”

It was difficult to tell a deliberate lie when tli#owager’s kindly voice
urged her to confession. Sarah sighed, and wresltidgdher conscience.



Her natural instinct was to tell the truth, to cesg her bewilderment about
the whole marriage, to reveal the frightening eseasftthe days preceding
her arrival in this house. But caution-the featiilesl by the men who had
torn her from her guardian’s home and finally thrber into the river-
counselled her to guard her tongue. She still didkmow if the Viscount
himself was in league with her captors. How couid permit herself to
trust his mother? She kept her eyes turned awaw fitte Dowager’s
friendly scrutiny.

“The Viscount met me in the workhouse administdogdhe wardens of
St. Katharine’s parish. My guardian was a ministerone of the poor
sections of the city. Viscount Blackwood was englgeon some mission
of charity at the workhouse.”

“My dear child,” the Dowager’s voice contained adsmic note painfully
reminiscent of the Viscount. “Everett has alreaglyaled me with his own
touching version of this story. Do you not feelttilau could trust me with
the truth? After all, | know my son. He has been gngatest joy and my
greatest despair for well over thirty years. Heslaet visit workhouses,
my dear. Neither for charity nor for any other @a$

Sarah pressed herself back against the pillowd,tasdraw strength from
their padded comfort. The colour ebbed and floweder cheeks with
feverish intensity.

“I beg you, ma’am, not to press me for answers!"

She turned tear-filled eyes towards the Dowageliscdunt Blackwood
met me in St. Katharine’s Workhouse, my lady. | aim® you that this is
the truth. | have told him that | am not a suitablée for a man in his
position. | promised him that | would pass quietiyt of his life. He did
not choose to agree with me, ma’am. He can bevefgrceful. . .in his
persuasions, and | allowed him to overrule my dipes. But | assure you,
ma’am, if | had been stronger, if | had not beereserish, | would never
have allowed him to make such an unequal matchowkit cannot please
his friends or his family.”

The Dowager patted her arm soothingly. “There,ghgou silly child. You
must not distress yourself. If we were better aocgad you would know



that | am not likely to complain because the maschnequal in terms of
fortune. And as far as your birth is concerned,hae assured me it is
unexceptional. As a mother, | can only conclude #mybody who could
persuade my son into visiting a workhouse cleaay powers of attraction
which | would be foolish to ignore!”

She extracted an elegant wisp of scented lace émenof her pockets, and
calmly wiped away the beads of sweat which stoodoouSarah’s pale
forehead.

“Listen, my dear.” The Dowager clasped Sarah’s babdtween her
elegant fingers. “I am chiefly interested in seelihgrett happy, and that is
something he hasn’t been for many years. Probattlysince his younger
brother was killed in the Peninsular campaigns,ctvhis an event he still
prefers not to mention. If you are the wife of kisice, and if you can
make him happy, then | shall not be able to hekinp you as my

daughter.”

“l shall do my very best, ma’am, never to disappgou.” Sarah’s voice
was husky.

The Dowager gave a small shake of her head. “lagecke have become
quite maudlin. Let us talk about clothes, whictaimuch more rewarding
topic. If | am to present you to society as Evewithes me to do, you
must allow me to share in the fun of all your shogpWhen do you think
you might be well enough to come out with me? Mubk patient for

another week? A month?”

Sarah laughed, and for the first time the Dowaggardh her voice entirely
free of worry. “I will make you a confession, ma’airhave already been
out of bed today.” She blushed a trifle self-coassly. “It is sometimes
easier to meet a difficult situation if one is awvalid, which is why |
retreated again to my bed.”

The Dowager attempted to look severe. “| do natkHihave ever before
been called a difficult situation. However, | amigleted to hear that you
are recovering so rapidly from your indispositievhatever it was.” She
smiled. “Ah no! Don't look so fearful, my dear. hal not press you on



that point. Only tell me--can we shop this week®ill bring my carriage
and two maids. You shall be cosseted, | promise.”

An inner amusement lit up the angular planes ofalsarface. “Such
attentions will be a novel experience for me, mg’and | shall look
forward to our expedition. | feel stronger onlytiink of it.”

The Dowager’s soft, perfumed cheek rested brieflgimst Sarah’s pale
face. “I think that having a new daughter is gotogbe very amusing--
much more fun than being a widow still in mourning.

Sarah caught her breath. “I hope so, ma’am. | tholye so!”



CHAPTER SEVEN

VISCOUNT BLACKWOOD was not at all happy to be exada from the
first meeting between his mother and his wife. Hesiurther disgruntled
to discover, as he escorted the Dowager back tohbese in Portman
Square, that a shopping expedition was alreadyedgrgon for the
following week. It was not, of course, that he hefgred Sarah the cost of a
few gowns. Whatever happened in the future, he feiwobliged to keep
the girl clothed, housed and fed. What rankled tiees knowledge that
Sarah had recovered sufficiently to move from het-Hout had chosen to
conceal this information from him.

By the time his valet finished shaving him on Thiag morning, Viscount
Blackwood had decided to feel aggrieved. He comsalbimself a rational
man and the trivial irritations of the previous dagre not, in themselves,
sufficient to overset his good humour. However,imyrthe course of a
lonely Wednesday night, he found himself reflectmgrosely upon the
unsatisfactory nature of his dealings with the wormého was now his
wife. He was forced to the disagreeable conclusiat, despite several
lengthy conversations and innumerable threatscheally knew very little
more about her than he had done five days prewio8sle was an orphan,
poor, and had been in the care of a minister oiGherch. She was also
damnably elusive. He had known this the day afteirtmarriage. He
knew nothing more almost a week later.

Such a realization did not sit well on the Viscouié had obliged the girl

by removing her from certain death, and this wasrbward-an obstinate
refusal to behave as the Viscount thought she dhdiile rage mounted
within him, and he allowed himself to be dressethaut so much as a nod
to indicate his continued awareness of the vaj@ésence. Thomas, after
observing the deepening scowl on his master’s &meéhwas thankful for

this sign of forbearance.

In this mood of restless irritation, it was not gitde to think of food; so
the Viscount’'s household was treated to the stgrtiight of the master
storming along the hallways to his secretary’s rdomthe second time
within a week, and this time without waiting to dat breakfast. The



Viscount walked angrily into the study, wastingtime in the exchange of
the usual pleasantries.

“What have you found out about that damned vican®d Aavhat about the
girls?”

Mr. Jeffries sprang nervously to his feet. He wasyvgood at writing
political speeches--never, to the best of his tectbn, actually delivered
by Viscount Blackwood--and excellent at administgrthe details of the
vast Blackwood estates. He was not at all comftetaidyestigating the life
histories of obscure personages resident in oneonflon’s more sordid
parishes.

“Er. . .I have hired a former member of the BoweStrRunners, my lord. |
felt that he would be more in the habit of eligifithe sort of information
we require and more accustomed to. . .er. . . thealer of his

surroundings. He tells me only that the Reverendriéb Smith died early
in January of the fever rampaging in that parth# tity. There was a
young woman, a member of his household, who dieDenember. The
people in that parish are very poor, my lord, amd much given to

churchgoing. But the Reverend Smith was well thowghn the district, it

seems.”

"And what of the other young woman? There were tmammen who
assisted him in his parish duties.”

"l have no information about her present whereahouty lord. She had

established a school for some of the girls in tiséridt. It was free, so the

mothers in the parish were glad to send their daughhere until they

were old enough to work. She didn’'t keep many upiice they reached
seven or eight, of course. The Runner tells me gshatescaped the fever
which claimed the life of the Reverend Smith, ble slisappeared one
night, and nobody’s heard tell of her since.”

The Viscount stared moodily at his secretary. Famfbeing reassured by
this confirmation of his wife’s own words, he fdiimself obscurely

troubled. Perturbed by this further evidence of timsettled state of his
own feelings, he chastised himself mentally. Wttt he hoped for? Proof



that his wife was a hardened criminal or a pro&furhe Viscount shook
his head angrily.

“Tell the Runner to find out what happened to thikeo girl. 1 wish to

know when she left the parish and why. | also wistknow when the
Reverend Charles Smith arrived to take up his duti€st. Stephen’s. If he
was a man of some education, it seems a stranggdoc¢o have selected.”

“Yes, sir.” Mr. Jeffries fiddled nervously with hisewest and best quill,
not even noticing when he destroyed its carefulliabced feathers. “I take
it this is a matter of some urgency, sir?”

This guarded question was the nearest he would aree to asking the
Viscount why the investigation was necessary. Thecaunt failed to
respond to his secretary’s unspoken request.

“Yes,” he said briefly. “I consider this a mattdrextreme urgency.”

He paced back along the hallway, scowled ferocioust a maid
unfortunate enough to find herself in his path anddenly thought of the
old nurse he had seen in his wife’s sickroom. Hmablightened, and he
sat down at the breakfast table in a mood of redeye®dwill. He did not
unbend so far as to return the butler’s polite inge but he did manage to
command the nurse’s immediate presence withoutlytharking at the
unfortunate footman expected to fulfil his order.

Agatha Meadows presented herself promptly at thecddint's breakfast
table. She curtsied with suitable humility, and Miscount was again
gratified to notice the pleasing cleanliness of h#tire and the perfect
order of her hair beneath its neat cap. He lookdtleawoman with false
friendliness.

“You have been taking care of Lady Blackwood? | a&maid that | do not
recall your name.”

“Aggie, my lord.” She dropped another curtsey. th &gatha Meadows,
my lord.”



“Well, Aggie, | understand that you have been ofvise to Lady
Blackwood for many years. You must be delighteddme and join her in
her new household.”

“Yes, my lord.” ,

“It was fortunate she was able to summon you sdtlswiYou were in
London?”

“Yes, my lord.”
The Viscount was annoyed. This conversation wadliyaroducing the
flood of information he had anticipated. Were nbbold women supposed

to be non-stop gossips? He tried again, a moretdapgproach this time.

“And how long have you served Lady Blackwood, Aggileam sure it
must be a long time.”

Aggie’s eyes looked up from the ground. They wdamk and stupid. She
twisted her hands nervously. “Aye, my lord. A gdodg time.”

The Viscount mastered his impatience with diffigult

“How long, Aggie? How long have you been with LaBjackwood?
When did you join her service and where?”

The servant’s expression became increasingly bovine

“It's a long time, m’lord. | ain’t powerful good atumbers. | served the
Reverend. It's a long time.”

“Did you know Lady Blackwood’s patents, Aggie? Comeman. | am
looking for information, and you tell me only thgbu have served the
Reverend for a long time.”

The formerly competent nurse seemed to be turmitgga bumbling crone
almost in front of the Viscount’'s eyes. Hesitantlye woman looked up
from her determined study of the patterns in tleakfast-room carpet.



“Miss Sarah and Miss Cassie were orphans, my |dtdht's why the
Reverend took them in. They was only babies whenRBverend first
hired me, my lord. But | never worked for their @ats.”

“Get out!” The Viscount's outraged bellow echoedwiothe length of the

room and out into the hallway. Agatha Meadows tettchumbly from the

room and the viscount watched her departure withicey eyes. He was
quite certain that he had been treated to a fiestscperformance by a
woman of more-than-average intelligence. He wasalggaertain that he

could question her all morning and she would revedthing at all about

her mistress or the life she had led in the pasé Viscount realized that
he had just encountered one of the more effectefertes developed by
the labouring classes against the encroachmerteaf hasters. Insolence
could be met with retribution. Blank stupidity, wainfuriating, presented
an impenetrable screen.

The Viscount decided to seek the consolation ofdtid, but remembered
just in time the recent announcement of his maeriddpving no wish to

meet the astonished stares and unbridled curiasityhis peers, he
reluctantly abandoned all hope of happiness forddne He took himself

off to Sir Anthony’s chambers and there consumeel @md a half bottles
of his friend’s best burgundy without even havihg tourtesy to comment
upon its excellence. Sir Anthony, not normally kmoas a man of piercing
intelligence, was wise enough to ask no questiomd ® make no

comments on his friend’s newly-wedded state. The&y @ miserable

luncheon and talked determinedly of horses.

It was not in the least surprising, therefore, thdien the Viscount
confronted his wife late in the afternoon, his maeas at its blackest. He
was not prepared, he decided sternly, to be defleloy tears or faints or
other carefully calculated signs of feminine weaaeHis temper was in
no way improved when, on striding into his wife'som without the

courtesy of a warning knock, he discovered hereseabmfortably by the
fireside, lost in laughter at some joke shared witkvivified Aggie.

He caught himself up in the act of gnashing highteand managed to
control himself sufficiently to speak. Aggie didtn@ait for his command,
but sidled silently out of the room, doing her vémlst to appear invisible.
The Viscount towered menacingly over his wife.



“Why did you pretend to be ill when you are not?dAmas Dr. Thompson
given you permission to get out bed?”

She showed no difficulty in disentangling these tamtictory questions.
She smiled in a friendly fashion that paid no neethe Viscount’s irate
expression or to his angry voice.

“Dr. Thompson tells me that the chill brought onadmost fatal fever. But
once the fever broke, he assures me that the damgey health was in
large part finished. He has given me permissiote&ye my room this
evening. Is that not agreeable news?”

“Oh, agreeable news indeed! | suppose now you heillishing to share
my dinner table.”

“That would be very pleasant, and would save theasgs having to serve
dinner in two separate rooms which they might abeisisomewhat
peculiar. Of course, | realize you may have anotimgagement.”

She saw the thunderous expression darkening hig, farad smiled gently.
“Would you not care to take a seat, my lord? If ywe to shout at me, you
may as well be comfortable.”

“I have no intention of shouting at you, ma’amislinot my habit to raise
my voice to alady.” The Viscount resisted the impulse to pace up and
down the room, and perched himself on the edgeabfa@. “I have come

to give you my instructions for the immediate f@ttirHe paused and
looked at her surreptitiously, but she sat with ead meekly bowed, and
her hands folded demurely in her lap.

“Yes. Well. | have decided that | shall escort yoto the country, ma’am.
| have a small hunting cottage in Leicestershingl lashall leave you there
with the housekeeper until the end of the seasdrer\V leave London for
Wrexham, my family estate, | shall come and fetau.yl hope to
introduce you gradually into the society of ourghdiourhood. Perhaps it
will be possible to achieve your presentation to fmgnds without too
wide a scandal. After all, my mother has agreduelp us.”



“l can see that you have thought this through veagefully, my lord.”
Sarah’s polite words were underlined with secreglder. “Let me see if |
have understood you completely. You wish to inte@me to your world
without giving rise to scandalous speculation. Kalty, therefore, you
have elected to hurry me out of London at the stérthe season--and
within the first week of our marriage. Having lafe alone and untended
for four or five weeks--in a hunting box!--you pléimen to escort me into
the heart of a conservative country society. Theiik knowing nothing of
my character or my natural aptitudes, you will e to introduce me,
inconspicuously, to your friends. Your forethougity lord, is almost . . .
incredible.”

“Ah ha!” shouted the Viscount, springing to histfé&you may make bold
to mock me, my girl. But you have mentioned theethleason for this
ridiculous charade. | know nothing of your chargceh? Isn’t that what
you were pleased to say? And whose fault is thay, hask? Whose fault
is that?”

“Why, | fancy nobody’s, my lord. We may lay the trla at the feet of
Time. There has scarce been sufficient of thatfoto become acquainted
with one another.”

“Time!” exclaimed the Viscount bitterly. “It is notime but frankness
which is lacking, my girl. And well you know it.”

A faint uneasiness invaded Sarah’s manner, butasiseered tranquilly
enough.

“As to that, my lord, | think we have neither onleus been over-anxious
to make a full confession. May we not enter intcagreement to allow our
past actions to belong to the past? We have theeptrdo share, and the
future to worry about. Is that not sufficient?” Stieshed slightly, then
spoke with renewed constraint. “There is nothingniy past likely to rise
up and cause you embarrassment, my lord. You maguat for our
marriage by any story you care to invent. Therd w8 no awkward
skeletons to fall out of the cupboard at a pubtithgring.”

The Viscount failed to feel mollified by his wife&iggestions.



“I see that you have finally realized the potentalvantages of your
position, ma’am. You wish me to acknowledge you \dscountess
Blackwood and set a public seal of approval on ymsition as my wife.
You haven’t taken long to work out how best to emerme in your traps,
have you, my lady?”

Delicate colour suffused Sarah’s cheeks, but herevemained calm.

“It would be entirely foolish of me to try and peetd that | would prefer to
be starving on the dockside rather than restingfodably in your house,
my lord. However, | do not see how you can say thatsnared youyou
chose to marryneg my lord. | did not entice you into marriage. Isnia no
fit state to do so.”

“So now it is to be all my fault once again!” sdlie Viscount bitterly.
“Very well, ma’am. Since you consider my plans sadequate, just tell
me what plans you have concocted for your presentéd society. | have
no doubt that you have been scheming busily.”

“There was no need to scheme, my lord. The Dowsg@Eountess, as you
already know, was kind enough to say that she wagdnsor my
introduction into London society. We plan to go gping early next week
and once | have a wardrobe suitable to my new ipasithe Dowager has
suggested that she will give a large ball. | bedishe wishes to mark the
end of her period of mourning, and she feels thatimtroduction of a new
daughter-in-law to society would be a suitable eecu

The Viscount was silent for several minutes, an@mwhe spoke again his
manner was calmer, but no less blunt.

“Sarah, my mother is not in possession of all thetd concerning our
meeting, as you yourself know. She has only seem iyo bed, in
circumstances that did not permit her to judge youer. . .your social
deportment. She is not aware. . .that is to saypammit, Sarah, | must
needs be frank with you on this point. London stycig prepared to suffer
eccentric aristocrats, and will even welcome outripols into its midst
providing the fool comes with the proper breedimgl dackground. But
London society is occasionally cruel, my dear.dindnds certain codes of
behaviour, it expects certain social rituals todbserved or you will be



rejected out of hand. It is not easy to imitatertieners of the ton, Sarah,
and | do not know if we could instruct you sufficily in the few days at
our disposal. Do not be offended, my dear. Ther®islisgrace in having
led a humble life. Indeed, your days were probaipgnt far more usefully
helping your guardian than they would have beemieg how deeply you
should curtsey to a duchess, and how many timesnaudance with the
same gentleman.”

Sarah gave no sign that she was offended by theolind's words. She
replied evenly, the pleasant tones of her voice arnmd by any note of
reproach.

“My guardian came from a long, old-established li€ountry gentlemen,
my lord. It was his sense of duty that caused honwork in London
dockyards. His birth would have entitled him to thaghest clerical
positions in the land. Besides, he was a dear amérgus man, and he
seemed to feel that he owed my fath. . . Anywagt th beside the point.
My sister and | both attended school in Cheltenf@nover three years. In
truth, we learned few things there that my guaraianld not have taught
us better himself. Our teachers, however, were-traghed in one subject.
They were bursting with information concerning theeties of aristocratic
living. You may test me, my lord. Every conceivalsiecial grace was
thrust upon us. You will not find me lacking in kmedge of etiquette or
protocol.”

The Viscount found himself loath to hurt her feginalthough he knew
that a cheap Dame school of the type she had psobttbnded would be
incapable of providing the knowledge she would needrder to face
London’s supercilious society. Partly to humour, lpartly to make up for
his previous display of temper, he patted her hand friendly, though
condescending, fashion.

“Very well, my dear. Let us pretend that | am then& Regent himself.
How would you behave if you were presented to me?"

Sarah rose promptly from her seat. Casting her myadestly towards the
floor, she sank into a deep curtsey. Her left haalll imaginary skirts
carefully to one side. Her right hand was held ,freaiting for some sign



from the “Prince Regent” that would indicate whetbe not he wished to
touch his own Royal fingers to her hand.

The Viscount was taken aback by the proficienchafsweeping curtsey.
“That is very good, Sarah. | am now Sir Thomas &@grwho has asked
for an introduction to the new Viscountess Blackdiobam about fifty
years old. Show me what you would do.”

Sarah dropped a slight curtsey smiled and saidlyriélow do you do?”

Then she shrugged her shoulders and said, “Carot&ap this game, my
lord? There are endless tests you might devisesttaot cover all the

necessary rules of etiquette. Can you not accepivang for it that | shall

not be found lacking? Why should | lie? There wolddno point in doing
s0.” *“That is possibly so," said the Viscount slpw‘But then, there

seems little reason for you to conceal your pamt,\eet you do.”

“And there seems even less reason for you to lautalour reasons for
marrying me.” The accusation flashed back from Isara

The Viscount's expression was thunderous, but sugdee laughed. “I
will concede the victory to you, Sarah, at leadhis round. You are right,
after all. What do | have to lose? If you are deldiely outrageous in your
behaviour, you will suffer more than | do since dvk the power to
determine how comfortably you will live. If you malkjenuine errors, there
is some truth in what you said earlier. It mattétke whether your social
gaffes are committed here or in the country. Eiswaiety is equally likely
to reject you. And | am entirely likely to be conae laughing-stock
whatever course | follow.”

“What story are you proposing to give out to aluydriends, my lord? We
must tell the same tale, right from the beginnihgnagine there will be
other people--apart from myself--who will be cusoto know why you
have married me.”

The Viscount smiled cynically. “Society is not astamed to hearing
lengthy explanations and apologies from me, Sakédwever, in this
instance | am happy to think that we shall be &bkell the truth.”



“And whatis the truth, my lord?"

“Why, it is simple. You were previously dedicateda life of good work--
but during the course of a recent severe illness ngbented from your
previous obstinate refusal of my suit and agreedaay me.”

Sarah allowed her eyes to travel the considerabigth of the Viscount's
splendid figure. Her gaze came to rest on the fofdkis spotless white
neckcloth, embellished with a single blaze of diadg She spoke
consideringly.

“You do not look very much like a man anxious tess your suit on a girl
dedicated to works of charity, my lord.”

The Viscount smiled briefly. “I am relieved to hegrSarah.” He shrugged
his shoulders. “People may think whatever theygdedhere will be some
small amount of talk but what conclusion can sgcreach which will be
harmful to us? The social world must needs havi¢tla scandal to keep
itself amused and occupied. | am used to gossipaanir you-you, my
dear, will have to learn to hold your head high emdmile a great deal.”

She turned her back and spoke into the firepldcghdll do my best not to
disgrace you, sir.”

The Viscount stared at her thin shoulders, and egascious of a most
unusual surge of compassion.

“It would not be easy to bring disgrace upon maaBaMy past conduct
was such . . . In short, | have to confess thab Indt find favour with
society’s stricter matrons.”

She continued to speak to the fire. “You are tryimdpe kind, sir, but we
both know it is one thing to defy a few conventi@msl quite another to
appear. . . vulgar.”

In three strides the Viscount was at her side, ifigrcher round and
searching the depths of her grey eyes.

“Who are you?” he demanded harshly. “For the last time, ateyou?”



Sarah struggled weakly in his iron grasp. “I wasaBalane Smith,” she
said faintly. “Now | am also your wife."

He flung, her from his side, uncaring that sheagzdked on to the floor. “It
would be well if you could remember that falcgdy Blackwood--and that
| intend to be the master in my own house.”

The slamming of the bedroom door echoed down thegity corridors, as
Aggie Meadows crept quietly back into her mistresgbom. With a
frightened cry, she gathered Sarah into her embrace

“Don’t provoke him, Miss Sarah. They say belowstdirat he’s known for
'is terrible temper.”

She restored the silent girl to her chair, tuclkangarm rug around her cold
legs and feet. “They also say in the servants’thall 'e has a mistress, and
he’s 'ad her for years. A Lady Angela, what wasirigpto marry 'im.
Proper chuffed up they are in the kitchen, becaaisghose you. But we
know ’'e didn’t exactly choose you-leastways nothe way his servants
are thinking.”

“Are you expecting me to ask him to dismiss histreiss, Aggie? Is that
the purpose of this conversation?”

Aggie poured hot lemon juice over honey and urgedals to drink,
conveniently ignoring her charge’s sarcastic qoesti

“Shall | fetch our Jem and ask 'im to make someuaies, Miss Sarah?
Mebbe the Viscount ain’t nothing to do with thathet lord. Mebbe it's just
a coincidence, him wedding you right after the othiee tried to 'ave you
murdered.”

Sarah looked at her servant pityingly. “Maybe h€tia criminal, Aggie, is
that what you think? Then what is he, can yourteithat? A lunatic?” She
laughed hysterically. “Which would be your choice & husband, Aggie?
A criminal who is half-inclined to murder you, odunatic nobleman who
selects his bride from the cesspools of the slums?”



“P’rhaps he ain’t either. Mebbe he’s just an 'ongshnt who made a
mistake.”

“Oh yes! Why did | not think of that before? lteughthe was dancing at
Almack’s, but actually he was in the workhouse feward! It is easy to
see how such a confusion occurred!”

Wearily she rested her head against the cushioaekl &f the chair. “No
matter, Aggie. | am tired, that's all. Please d& gsur brother to make
some enquiries, although what Jem is supposedtbcamnot think.”

“He’ll have to go to your mother’s relations, MiSarah. You should 'ave
gone there before, when the Reverend passed aveay.JBm will 'ave to
talk to them and find out ifheycan think of any reason why folks would
want you out of the way.”

“No!” said Sarah sharply. “I'll not have anything to with that family.
They cast my mother aside and refused to acknow|&dgsie’s existence,
or mine. | will not approach them now, when thejeceed my mother’s
appeals for a reconciliation so many times.”

“Jem won't talk to your grandfather direct, notydbu don’t want it, Miss

Sarah. But you 'ave to face facts. You're marreed than and you think he
might want to kill you. Don’t you think it's timeou found out why your

mother left 'ome, and why your uncle hid you awayhat awful parish?”

“There’s no mystery, Aggie, as I've told you befoMy mother eloped,
which is why she was estranged from her family, anydgrandfather did
not have a forgiving nature. My uncle was no mard ao less than what
he seemed: a dedicated man of the Church. He digirecisely hide us
away, he simply took us with him when he changedolrish.”

Aggie’s face assumed the obstinate expression efvam knows she is
right.

“Ah ha!” she crowed triumphantly. “So why was tkisnple parson calling
himself Smith, when we both know it ain’t his propeame?” She sniffed
scornfully. “I knows what | knows, Miss Sarah. Ah@nows that all your
trouble started when that curate who was sweet iss Massie inserted the



announcement of her death in the newspapers-artiheseproper name.
There was two men snooping round the vicarage éng next morning. |
should never have left you alone at night, notrafteeen those men. I'll
never forgive myself for leaving you alone in thaighbourhood. Never.”

Sarah hastened to stem the flow of self-recrimamati

“Now Aggie, we have discussed all this before. V&l Imo money. You
left me in order to find a job so that | might gack to Cheltenham. | do
not consider that searching for employment is dsreh of duty.” Her
voice was resigned as she gave the old servamisaaeassuring squeeze.
“Very well, Aggie, if it will make you feel betteabout things, Jem may go
to Hampshire and ask some questions. But makeJsunesays nothing to
anybody that would reveal my family connections,wdrere | am to be
found now that my uncle is dead. My parents hadhingtto do with my
mother’s family while they lived, and my uncle ke away from them
until the day of his death. | shall never go agamy parents’ wishes,
Aggie-”

“All right, dear. That’s all right.” Aggie’s voicavas soothing. “You come
and have a nice nest now. Jem and Aggie will woak iout, you'll see.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT WAS NOT YO BE expected that Lady Angela Thorpeuld lightly
accept the loss of Viscount Blackwood. Blessed vdttbody to rival
Venus, the face of an angel, and the soul of a glender, Lady Angela
had found in the Viscount her perfect mate. He sedun her a depth of
physical passion that no other man could beginpjease. His cynical
charm protected her from the terrors of boredomredweer, had it not
been for the ridiculous provisions of his fathewsl, the Viscount would
have commanded an income sufficient to satisfy elkady Angela’s
rapacious heart.

Although the Viscount had never made her a forniroLady Angela
justifiably attributed this silence to the Viscosnguaintly old-fashioned
sense of honour. The Viscount would not proposeriage until he was
absolutely sure the proposal could be carried tjitouady Angela had not
been unduly troubled by the omission. She had dadhtin the Viscount’'s
powers of organization, and she confidently looKedwvard to their
marriage. She felt sure that the Viscount wouldtwed some method of
protecting his inheritancand marrying the woman of his choice. She was
careful not to ask herself unpleasant questionk ascwhether she would
still wish to marry the Viscount even without hiplendid inheritance.
Lady Angela had always been a woman well contentiv® for the
moment, particularly if it happened to be a pleasaoment.

Viscount Blackwood had not revealed to Lady Andekdesperate plans
for circumventing the terms of his father’s willhi§ apparent caution was
not, in fact, attributable to any lack of trusthis mistress, but rather to
some inbred and unnecessary scruple. He found rtdspgct of a forced
marriage and the desire for immediate widowerhoadasteful in the
extreme; and he shied away from telling his chdsede of the sordid
ceremony ahead of him. Had he understood Lady Anigetter, he would
have felt free to reveal his plans. As it was, slas denied the excitement
of watching the Viscount’ s progress towards becmgma widower.
Silenced by his scruples, the Viscount left Ladygélia the night before
his marriage proclaiming his undying devotion. Winext she saw him, in



the company of Sir Anthony and the Honourable Ja§perke, he was a
married man.

The unfortunate consequences of the Viscount'saetie only became
evident when Sarah disobliged her benefactor bhysnef to die, and the
Viscount was constrained to reveal his marriageaty Angela. She was
understandably enraged to hear that her lover wasanmarried man, and
the explanation was not made easier by being, merfoconducted in
whispers at a public gathering. The Viscount caubdl wait for a private
assignation and risk Lady Angela hearing the news fan outside source.
Lady Angela’s temper was scarcely mollified by tAdscount’s
suggestions that the marriage was a mere formalitigred into solely to
comply with the demands of his father’s will. Thes&bunt, in fact, found
himself unhappily tom between two previously rigides of conduct; the
first, that one does not betray the trust of auaus lady; the second, that
one does not discuss the circumstances of one’sagarwith anybody
outside the immediate family circle-most especialigt with one’s
mistress.

His dilemma would have been considerably easedhkaoken able to see
Lady Angela as less than a virtuous lady. Thisgimsiwhich was only too
clearly available to his parents and all the femailé thehaut ton was
hidden from the Viscount by Lady Angela’s incredilleauty and her skill
as an actress. He therefore found himself grapplimty yet another
unexpected and uncomfortable result of his impetunarriage. Still torn
with longing for Lady Angela, he was loath to ask ko continue as his
mistress when there was no longer any prospeat ebdy marriage.

Lady Angela, whose financial situation did not pgrrer to dwell
overlong on the insulting aspects of Viscount Blackd's marriage,
fortunately solved this problem for him. Quicklycoxering from her first
flash of rage, she did her best to disabuse hiall @ihnecessary hesitation.
During the course of a long and tempestuous nightetween passionate
embraces and murmurs of devotion, Lady Angela meshag convey the
message that if she could not be Viscountess Blackywshe was not
averse to remaining a well-paid mistress.

It was on this tolerably happy note that ViscoutadBwood departed from
his first post-marital visit to Lady Angela’s boudoAbsorbed during the



following two days with his mother, his wife andstefforts to unearth the
details of Sarah’s past, he was effectively isaldt®m all contact with
London’s social world. He had neither time nor gyeto re fleet upon
Lady Angela’s position in society once news of higrriage became
generally known, nor did he attend any social fiomctvhich might have
thrust awareness of her shattered reputation upon h

Lady Angela was not similarly isolated. Althoughrediad long ago taken
the wise decision not to try for admission to Alikiaethus protecting
herself from the ignominy of a cancelled vouchére-glid still receive
invitations and acknowledgement from most membérth@ton. In the
wake of the Viscount’s marriage, however, she bagamonder if all the
doors of London society would soon be closed to Her affair with the
Viscount had been notorious, even scandalous,duigty was prepared to
forgive much while there still seemed every podisybihat her reputation
would be redeemed by marriage. Most hostessesmae@nxious to slight
the future Viscountess Blackwood.

The formal announcement of the Viscount’s marritlgan unknown Miss
Sarah Smith immediately took away the only readwst tsociety had
continued to countenance Lady Angela’s indiscretidthen she ventured
out to attend Lady Bishop’s musical evening, fowaysl after the
Viscount’'s wedding, she realized the extent of &é@cial ruin. Only the
assiduous attentions of several young gentlemearepted the snubs of the
dowagers from becoming painfully apparent.

Lady Angela, an accomplished actress, smiled anghked, while inside
she seethed with the injustice of it all. She whitith mounting
impatience for Viscount Blackwood to call and sugig® her some way
out of the unhappy situation. It was Sarah whbuaWwittingly, sent the
Viscount storming back to Lady Angela’s eagerlytmg arms. In truth,
after his first passionate night of reconciliatitve Viscount found himself
with very little time to spare for thinking aboublden hair and soft,
rounded bodies. His mind was busily occupied inng@t images of thin
shoulders, white cheeks and obstinate chins. Wheswiept out of Sarah’s
bedchamber on Wednesday evening, however, a mavhbgdy Angela’s
generous curves rose up to soothe him.



As soon as he discovered that his wife did indelah po take dinner
downstairs, he sent word to the stables orderisgphaeton. Allowing the
butler to assist him into his driving coat, he gdilgrimly. “Please inform
Lady Blackwood that | regret | shall be unable amjher at dinner this
evening. A prior engagement of a long-standing meatequires that |
should be elsewhere.”

“Yes, my lord.” Potter's blank face suggested titavas entirely natural
and proper for the Viscount to depart from his otable on the first
evening that his new bride descended to it. Thedliat suppressed an
irrational burst of anger, tinged with guilt. '

“There is no need to stand there, Potter. You ntaywey my message to
her ladyship.”

"Yes, my lord.” His retreating back managed to esgrthe shocked
disapproval that had been hidden from his face.

The Viscount watched the butler for a minute, teerugged. He patted his
pocket to make sure that he had remembered thestvblux with its
diamond bracelet, and schooled his tumultuous thisugowards the
comforts of Lady Angela’s bedroom.

Lady Angela, harried by the social failures of tlast two days, had
prepared herself to express her displeasure imoertain terms. Her tears
were ready, carefully practised to ensure thatrtlew did not mar the
clear perfection of her china-blue eyes. But theensgght of the Viscount
softened her mood, causing her heart to beat fastdgr the excitement of
his presence. She glowed with triumph that he shousit her so
frequently, even though he was now a married man.

They ate dinner in her rooms, and he flattered emarmed her as he
always did. She was trembling with passion as r#duher clothes, and

there was no pretence at all in her soft moandezspre as he carried her
to the bed.

Much later, when she was lying drowsy and nakedrmbe cushions, the
Viscount said to her tantalizingly, “I have a pmas®r you.”



Her eyes widened with immediate anticipation, aaddnergy returned as
he crossed the room and retrieved the flat velegtftom its hiding place.
He lifted out the quivering fall of diamonds andwwad the spiral of gold
and jewels around her wrist, pressing a kiss inopalm of her hand as he
closed the clasp. The blue-white fire of the stoslesne under the dim
lights of the room and she gasped with pleasurethalghts of acrimony
or retribution faded once again from her mind. Andond bracelet could
buy a great deal of forgiveness from Lady Angelapeeially when
accompanied by the Viscount’s expert love-making.

She lay back against the pillows, squirming withsseus beauty into the
soft down of the mattress. She tried to listen witdf an ear to the
Viscount’s conversation, but her attention was baugy the entrancing
sparkle of light that shimmered from her latesas$tge. She sighed, sated
and as near to perfect contentment as was podsible@ woman of her
nature. What did it matter if society looked at hgkance? The Viscount
was welcome to his nonentity of a wife. She wathatcentre of his heart
and of his thoughts. She fell asleep, still nakbkd, bracelet pressed close
to her heart.

The Viscount adjusted the plain linen of his wrgstlls beneath the silk of
his coat cuffs, and looked at his sleeping mistrelesdid not even realize
himself how far his thoughts were from the perfunteafines of Lady
Angela’s bedroom. His eye returned to the goldexctddet. Tomorrow, he
decided, he would send Potter to the vault to bnpg some of the
Blackwood family jewellery. It would be interestirtg see the famous
sapphires displayed against the slender throdteohéw Lady Blackwood.

Lady Angela smiled in her sleep as Viscount Black@vavent softly from

the room. For the first time since becoming herlpwhe did not stop to
drop one last kiss on the gleaming redness ofuieligs. He wondered if
Sarah was already asleep.

FOR ALMOST A WEEK after this pleasant encounterhaliady Angela,
Viscount Blackwood did not see his wife. His Frideorning tray of
chocolate contained a polite, rather uninformatieée from his mother,
which simply announced that Sarah had alreadyedrim Mount Street as



a guest at the Dowager’s house. With his mothepscal vagueness--at
least when she wished to avoid uncomfortable ewpians--the note
hinted that the visit was necessary in order toer&topping quicker and
fittings at the dressmaker easier. The Viscourppkiao be relieved of all
necessity for seeing Sarah and facing up to théieseof life, returned to
his former pursuits with renewed energy.

Five days had gone by before he was forced to dentteat “out of sight”

was not, in this case, “out of mind.” The whole lobndon seemed

intrigued by his marriage, and at least half of dom managed to find
some excuse for asking him pointed questions abmubride. He soon

realized that his deliberately vague hints of aglstanding attachment had
grown at the hands of the gossip-mongers into &iguing tale of a Secret
Romance, hitherto hidden from the world. He waduimately spared

knowledge of a second interesting rumour, whichgssted that his

conquest of Lady Angela had been nothing more thamassing affair,

entered into while the course of his True Love paedictably roughly.

Lady Angela, busily buying new outfits to match mavishing diamond

bracelet, was temporarily left in blissful ignoranaf this latest attack upon
her position.

Viscount Blackwood braved the onslaught of sly ¢oes and continued
to turn up at his clubs, and to greet his friendsamalantly when he tooled
his curricle around the Park, or when he strollesvr St. James’s with
Jasper Clarke and Sir Anthony Browne. Inwardly, beer, he quailed at
the storm he had unleashed over his own head.rldisds suffered with
him, feeling themselves partly to blame for theadtsr they saw looming
ahead. After six days of delicate probing, Sir Amth felt constrained to
tackle his friend point blank.

“Look, it's no good beating about the bush, Ev. sTkhing’'s gone far
enough. What are you going to do when you haveddyce Sarah?”

The Viscount was too ill-at-ease to let down hisedees, even in the
company of his oldest friends. “I imagine therelwk no particular
problem. Sarah exists, after all. You sound radsethough you feel she
may have disappeared in a puff of smoke.”



“Be a good thing if she had,” said Jasper with unfoate bluntness.
“Here’s all the old tabbies deciding you're a ref@d character--redeemed
by the love of a good woman, was what old Lady Agard to me--and
now you're going to have to spring Sarah on thanmwdn’t do, Ev, old
fellow. It won't do at all.

The Viscount was absorbed in the contemplationisfshuff box. “You
have not seen Lady Blackwood recently, Jaspemktyou may be in for a
surprise.”

The Honourable Jasper Clarke was astonished to Seah--a chit from
the workhouse--referred to as Lady Blackwood. Heallddhave expected
the words to stick in the Viscount's haughty thro&espite this
encouraging sign, he was not sufficiently reasstweabandon his worries.

“Fact of it is, old fellow, Tony and | feel respdle. We should have
stopped you that night, you know. We were fooldetioyou go through
with it.”

“My dear Jasper, pray do not trouble yourself farth can assure you that
| needed no prompting to urge me into folly thaty.d& think | may
confidently assure you that there is nothing yowld¢ohave done to
dissuade me.”

Sir Anthony shuffled his feet. “Er. . . we couldésher into the country for
a while, Everett. My sister’s a very good sort af gnd she’d probably. . .
well . . . take Sarah in hand a little. Give hemsoinstruction in a few of
the basics before she has to come up here anthiaceusic.”

The Viscount appeared amused. “I have already helenthat such a
scheme shows lack of forethought.”

"Well, | don’t agree, Everett,” said Sir Anthony\ho told you that?"
“Sarah,” replied the Viscount briefly.

There was an embarrassed pause, finally brokeadped.



“What are you planning to do then, Everett? | mean you cgo’ton for
ever saying that your wife’s too sick to stir odtdwors. Not if you're
planning to go on careering around town as if yadrit a care in the
world.”

“The matter is quite out of my hands, | assure ylly. mother is to
introduce her to society by means of a large bdlave no doubt you will
be receiving cards shortly.”

If he had hoped to startle his friends, his purpe@ses achieved in
gratifying measure. Sir Anthony and the Honouraldeper stared at him
in stunned silence for several minutes; the lafiteally recovered his
voice.

“The Dowager Viscountess is giving this ball, Evh&Vs she going to say
when she meets Sarah?”

“My wife,” said the Viscount gently, "has alreadyesit the past six days at
my mother’s house. Whatever the Dowager Viscountéss planning to
say has undoubtedly by now been said. | merely waiteceive my
instructions. A mere man is of no account in plagra ball, as | am sure
you will fully appreciate.”

The others tried to assimilate these new and, mtoig pieces of
information. They each recalled to mind the wadtgdre of a dockside
waif whom they had seen wed to the Viscount, aretl tto imagine her
gracing the table of the Dowager Viscountess. Adteshort struggle, they
abandoned their efforts as ridiculous.

Sir Anthony rose to his feet, casting a last régtetye in the direction of
the Viscount’s superlative madeira. Jasper, evere megretfully, followed
suit. It was plain that their friend the Viscounasvwading into troubled
waters and, for reasons they could not understamdgeemed not to care
about the perilously shifting sands that lay ahead.

With unspoken accord, they flashed one anotherpiterial glances.
The Viscount must be saved from himself before dem@plished his own
ruin. They bade the Viscount falsely cheerful goad and sauntered off



into the night watched by the cynical and very weédeake gaze of their
host.

His friends’ genuine concern could not be brush#das easily as the

Viscount would have liked. He tried to turn his chito other tasks. He

read a report submitted by his bailiff and wroteéramediate response that
answered all the bailiff's questions so conciselg ao specifically that the
man was thrown into a frenzy of work for a sennight

He read a book, newly arrived from France, andetuly all the rage
among the gentlemen of his acquaintance. It faitle$pite some quite
astonishing artwork--to stir even a flicker of irgst. Surprisingly enough,
he did not even think of making the journey to Lafiygela Thorpe’s
house. Finally, he acknowledged defeat and retlet@tehis bedchamber,
waiting restlessly for the dawn of a new day areldhance to call upon his
wife. Hastily he corrected his errant thought. Hsahismotherwhom he
wished to see, simply because he needed to chetieoprogress of the
arrangements for the Dowager’s forthcoming ballwhs a matter of
complete indifference to him whether he saw Saoamotrow or not. On
this very satisfactory thought, the Viscount fallegep.



CHAPTER NINE

“EVERETT, MY DEAR, how nice to see you.” The Dowagsopped

flitting between the billowing piles of silk in hrivate sitting-room long
enough to drop an absent-minded kiss on her sdmegkc The maid
plodded patiently behind her mistress, restorirdgoto the clothes which
the Dowager seemed determined to strew aroundotha.rThe Viscount
smiled indulgently.

“You are looking enchanting, Mama. | see you hawally decided to
abandon the black.”

“Yes,” said the Dowager seriously. “I have beenrigwng widow quite
long enough. | was monstrously bored with sittingetly feeling virtuous
and mournful.” She twirled around with youthful ege “l think pale
mauve is flattering to my complexion, don’t you egfP”

“You know very well that your complexion is as aow perfection as it
could be, and that you look charming in almost emlpur. You are merely
looking for compliments, and | am in no mood to lmwmyou today.”

The Dowager stopped her twirling and glanced upiat anxiously. “I
should have realized something was the matter. Were here only the
other day and now you are back again.”

“You cut me to the quick, Mama. It is more than @el since | called on
you. Haven't you missed me?”

“Well, of course, it's always very pleasant to s@el, even if you are not
in the best of humours. But now that Sarah is stayvith me, | have to
confess that time passes so quickly | hardly hawe to miss anybody.
Are you sure it's a week since you last calledse#ms only yesterday.”

The Viscount was somewhat disconcerted. “I would lik@ you to feel
that | was imposing my company upon you too fregyerhe said stiffly.



“Oh la! Foolish man. How could you possibly thirtkat? And anyway, |
daresay Sarah might be quite pleased to see yauc@lid tell you what
colour coat to wear to the ball.” She smiled at kimdly. “So that you do
not clash with her gown, my dear. Heavens, Evevdtit is the matter
with you today? You are looking positively hang-doty dear.”

“I have several matters to discuss with you, Mawlach are of a personal
nature. May | beg for just a few minutes of youdwided attention? If
you can tear yourself away from the pile of spadgjauze, that is.”

The Dowager spoke briefly to her maid. “You canvéeahis until later,

Mary.” She did not wait until the door was closeehind the servant,
before she drifted into an elegant pose on thesehlwingue and said
sweetly, “Tell me what is on your mind, my love.téf all, that is what a
mother is for, is it not?”

The Viscount gritted his teeth. “| was not seekandoving confidante,

ma’am. On the contrary, | wanted to find out whias@ute nonsense you
are up to now.” “Nonsense?” The Dowager lookedueagnd bewitching,

a difficult combination to achieve at any age, hutriumph of art over

nature in a woman of fifty. Her voice sounded hurt.

“You surely don’t begrudge me the new clothes? Yfatiier was obliging
enough to leave me exceptionally well provided tererett. | cannot feel
that | have to economise just because you are kiagomoody.” She
peered at him anxiously. “You know, sometimes léhdve most lowering
suspicion that you will turn out to be exactly likeur father--all noble
rectitude and the terror of the undeserving poor.”

The Viscount's thunderous frown lifted and he ladybnwillingly.

“You are a wretched woman, and | know you fear mchsdestiny for me.
With you as a mother, | am quite sure that my nobtditude will always
be very much tempered with an incurable streakiwodlity.”

The Dowager appeared only partially reassured. Watre is Amelia to
think of. Look what happened to her. And then théseFrederick
Babbington, who is your father’s first cousin, afédl. You cannot deny
that there is a very depressing streak of sobrigtping right through your



father's family, Sometimes, when you insist on lagkso earnest, | cannot
help calling poor Amelia to mind.”

“My dear ma’am, surely you exaggerate Amelia’'s sep? My sister
merely chose to marry a gentleman more interestemuntry living than
in the gaieties of the London season. | cannotlsatethis certifies Amelia
as a woman unalterably opposed to the trivial engyts which life
offers.”

“I suppose not.” The Dowager was clearly unconuvihcéler gaze
wandered back to the enticing piles of colourekssiand the Viscount's
expression tightened.

“Mama, | am your son, and | have had the privileg®bserving you for
many years. You are possessed, my dear, of a schemd devious mind.
You know very well that | could not care less ifuybought out the entire
contents of Madam Whatever-her-name is’ salon. fetgewish to know
what you and Sarah are up to, and why it was napge$s remove Sarah
from my house with the most inadequate of excuseseXplain her
departure. | think it is time you let me into thexeet, you know. |, after all,
am Sarah’s husband and | will be the one who h&éscethe consequences
of any social disaster.”

The Dowager looked at him with quiet amusementditi wonder how
long it would be before curiosity got the better yafu and you came
storming over here to check on Sarah. For a rdmeté¢groom, you have
been somewhat negligent in your attentions, my.tear

“Now that | am here, would it be straining your pibality too much to ask
if 1 might see my wife?” The Viscount had converigrforgotten his
decision not to seek an interview with Sarah.

The Dowager made no comment, but rang for a footraad despatched
him with a message requesting Lady Blackwood’sgmes.

“I have settled on the 20th for my ball, Everettafgh has been such a
gloomy month so far that | am sure everybody wallgtad of an excuse to
come out and forget the miserable weather.”



The Viscount had no chance to express his feebfgsit the desirability
of such an imminent date, for their conversatiors weerrupted by a light
tap on the door. Without waiting for permissionetater, a young girl ran
gaily into the room, the pale primrose yellow ofr tekirts flaring out

around her. Brown curls clustered in shining cailsher neck, wide grey
eyes were alight with laughter.

“What do you think, ma’am? Emmeline has excelledsék with this
creation, don’t you agree?” She swept the Dowagenazk curtsey,
holding her arms out to display the yellow kid gisvand the artfully
draped line of the sleeves. The light from the deadiers caught the
sparkles of gold fire in her hair and gave a creagtoyv to her naturally
pale skin.

The Viscount caught his breath just in time to préva highly
unsophisticated gasp escaping from between his $gsne movement
must have betrayed his presence, however, for Senated round and a
swift flush of colour swept over her cheeks.

Her confusion lasted only a second, and then shkedalowly towards
the Viscount, her hand held out gracefully.

“My lord.” She dipped into a slight curtsey. “Ita pleasure to see you
again.”

“Sarah. .. You look beautiful!” It was not at allhat the Viscount had
intended to say. He cleared his throat hastily iahdled a pinch of snuff
with something of his habitual hauteur of mannérhat is to say, the
gown is charming. My mother has obviously direcyed to an excellent
dressmaker. | scarcely recognized you at first.”

“It is amazing what the purchase of a costly gowitl do for one’s
appearance,” agreed Sarah dryly. “Besides, | wasxarctly looking at my
best when last we met.”

“I've missed you,” said the Viscount. “That is tays | have. . .er. . .several
matters which require discussion. Since it is ggtlate, | shall join you
for luncheon. With your permission, of course, Mdma



The Dowager, who had spent her time during the guolieg exchange
seemingly lost in rapt contemplation of two paifswening slippers, now
raised vague eyes towards her son.

“Sarah looks so charming, does she not, Evereti® Wwonderful how
quickly she has pulled back from that depressinlyy ¢tlcan hardly wait for
our ball so that | may have my own back at our oslicousin Frederick. |
shall make sure that he knows what an exorbitamt @umoney you have
been spending on Sarah’s clothes. It will be sptenaill it not, to observe
him calculating how many Government bonds he ctalde bought with
all the money dancing round the ballroom on Sarbhtk!”

“He may refuse the invitation just to spite you, dear.”

“Oh no! Even Cousin Frederick could not possiblydeedisagreeable! ”
The Dowager gave every appearance of one turnedairstone block of
misery, but eventually she pulled herself out froms unhappy reverie,
and rang the bell for her dresser. “Did you say #ftai were staying for
dinner, Everett? Or was it merely for luncheon?aBand | are going out
this afternoon, so | have to get changed. Sarahble#tdr take you away
somewhere. You know it makes Mary nervous if peapddch her when
she is trying to do my hair.”

Sarah caught sight of the Viscount’s enraged esmesand stifled a
giggle. “Dear ma’am, you may leave the Viscountebain my care. |
believe we shall go downstairs and wait for yothia small salon. Perhaps
| should ask one of the footmen to fetch up soneklimm the cellar?”

“Such an efficient child,” said the Dowager happliow do take Everett
away. He is making me feel positively haggard thaning!"

THE VISCOUNT followed Sarah into as mall salon]ldtiming at his

mother's behaviour. Normally willing to be amusey toer deliberate
assumption of scatterbrained frivolity, this mognime found himself irked
by her skilful evasion of any serious discussiois. tdctful questions about
Sarah’s behaviour not only remained unanswered, ré@ained unasked.



He sat down in front of the blazing fire, readyta&e out his ill-humour in
a lecture addressed to his wife. He opened his mreaidy to speak.

“My lord,” Sarah smiled at him shyly. “Before yoaysanything to me, |
must take this opportunity to thank you for evenrythyou have done on
my behalf. The Dowager Viscountess has been kirsditgsif to me, and |
do not believe | have ever in my life spent sixtsaatirely happy days.” A
small laugh trembled irresistibly on her lips. “Mguardian would have
been dismayed to see what happened to my wellegtamind after only
two or three hours in your mother’s company. | fihdt | have a natural
talent for spending a great deal of time pondesagh weighty questions
as whether it would be better to choose yellow siikh brown velvet

trimmings, or brown velvet with yellow silk trimngs! Last week, when |
was in your house, | was at first too sick and theer too worried to

express my thanks adequately.” She drew a deegphbr&Vhatever your
motives in marrying me, my lord, | have decidet ihigh time to express
my gratitude. | should be a fool if | tried to peat that my old life was
anywhere near as pleasant as my new.”

The Viscount, who had approached the salon meragathed with a long
list of complaints and instructions he wished t@art to his wife, found
himself unable to recall any of them to mind. lastehe smiled at her with
a natural warmth she had never before seen.

“You obviously considered it a matter of some u@eto get rid of that
lengthy speech. Why, | wonder?”

She looked somewhat self-conscious. “It was becafisay temper, my
lord. | :un afraid that | suffer from what my sistgassie called a ‘volatile
temperament.’ | had to speak right away, in case sad something to
make me fly off into one of my rages. Now that véahanked you, |
consider | have discharged my conscience, so youfesh quite at liberty
to provoke me if you wish to do so.”

“That is indeed a tempting offer! However, | wigshdiscuss nothing more
harassing than your plans for the ball. My motledis tme that | must know
the colour of your gown so that | do not spoil g¥eing by arriving in
clothes that clash with your own. Am | to be trastéth the secret of what
you will be wearing?”



“Only if you are prepared to make a personal ¥siMadame Emmeline’s
salon, my lord. Otherwise you will have to makewvdith hearing that my
gown is of an wunusual colour, somewhere betweene band
green.” “Heaven forbid that | should attempt toayw Madame
Emmeline’s exclusive portals. It would undoubtedbuse her to add at
least another twenty guineas to her bill! | sha&bin mind that you will
be looking ravishing in turquoise, and select mynownsemble
accordingly. For the first dance, you and | will éagected to head the set.
Are you sure--forgive me for asking this once agaire you sure that you
are familiar with all the steps and movements?”

“Very familiar, my lord.” Her eyes were demurelyered, but a thread of
laughter ran through her voice. “While we werel stil school | had high
hopes of persuading the dancing master to marrysmd, was a most
attentive pupil. Mr. Davenport seemed quite willity fall in with my
schemes, but the headmistress unfortunately disdgvdth him. The
wretched man was dismissed before we had had mppbrtoinity to
exchange more than languishing looks, and | wasnlefsing a broken
heart. At the time, | thought it very poor-spiritefl Mr. Davenport and
quite odious of the headmistress. Then | discovérat he already had a
wife and seven children. It was my first bitter des in the devious
stratagems of men who are pursuing innocent femdledortunately,
instead of turning my interest to nobler mattersnerely inspired in me a
stern resolve to make a wiser selection next tifed in love.”

The Viscount was amused. “And did you?”

Sarah shrugged. “We finished school soon after thgtlord, and left such
childish flirtations behind us.” She laughed lightteliberately brushing
aside the slight note of depression. “There wereamatory adventures
after the dancing master until my encounter with,yay lord. | would not
say that my marriage proves | have perfected ngctieh process!”

“But you have hardly given me a chance to prove ungoubted moral
superiority to the dancing master,” said the VistouAt least | have no
other wife hidden in the background, which mustebube accounted in
my favour.” He stood up and crossed to her siddinguher gently into his
arms. He placed his hand firmly beneath her clargiig her to turn her



eyes up to his face. He, in turn, looked down sljesit the perfection other
creamy complexion and the unreadable expressitreidepths of her dark
grey eyes.

“I cannot believe that the dancing master is gdiogorovide me with
serious competition,” he murmured and bent his hedmfush her lips with
his own.

Her body stiffened in his arms, and she made toemaway, but he held
her more closely, startled by his own impatientirge® embrace her more
passionately. His mouth descended again to kissvitkerreal passion, and
he felt her lips soften. When he heard the doondgehind them, he felt a
flash of angry frustration, which he swiftly maskasihis mother came into
the room.

The Viscount moved away from Sarah’s side. He wassare if he was
more embarrassed to have been discovered makiegddvs own wife or
angry at having been interrupted. He stole a caylarice at Sarah. She, he
was irked to discover, looked perfectly composedly@n attractive trace
of pink along her high cheekbones suggested sheerasips less tranquil
inside than she appeared on the surface.

The Dowager was tactful enough to make no referéacthe scene she
had just interrupted. She drifted over to the Viiéh her usual grace, and
sank onto a convenient chair in a soft flurry oflepaauve silk. A footman,
trailing in her wake, provided them all with refnesents. The Dowager
smiled sweetly at Sarah.

“My love, would you be an angel and find the list wade of guests for
the ball? | think we should give it to Everett,tbat he may add the names
of any of his friends whom we may have forgotteincs this is to be your
formal introduction to theéon, we do not wish to overlook anybody who
may be helpful in seeing you firmly established. ydo remember where |
put it?”

“Itis in the escritoire in the library,” said Sard| will fetch it at once.”



“Such a dear girl,” murmured the Dowager as Saedhthe room. She
continued in exactly the same tone of voice, “l dawf course, invited
Lady Angela Thorpe to the ball.”

The Viscount was horrified. “Have you taken leavga@ur senses, Mama?
How could you offer such an insult to. . .” He waisout to say “Lady
Angela” when it struck him with sudden force thia tinsult to Sarah was
even greater. He was forced to subside into irceedilence.

The Dowager was unperturbed. “I believe, Everdthoagh mothers are
supposed to pretend that they how nothing at adutltheir sons’ love
affairs, that we had better deal with this mattankly. | know, Your father
knew, and--I am forced to conclude--all the worldoWws, that Lady
Angela is your mistressShe has not an ounce of discretion in her
delightfully rounded body andgou seem perfectly content to provide
society with a fresh scandal every week. | have dtalgast three friends
who could not wait to pay me a morning call in orte impart the news
that my son has been seen entering Lady Angelaisenat least twice in
the first week of his marriage.”

The Viscount interrupted her with a small exclamatwf distaste. “I regret
that you have been placed in an uncomfortable ipasiMa’am, but it is
not my habit to adjust my conduct to suit the plees of every scandal-
monger who cares to poke his nose into my affairs.”

“Your behaviour with Lady Angela in the past is urally something |
would not presume to comment upon,” said the Dowagatly. “But |
have chosen to sponsor the introduction of youewito society, and |
intend to see that her passage is a smooth onéneéf@wn sake, my dear,
as well as for yours.”

The Dowager looked at her son with considering eyesould in any
event have tried to like the wife of your choice/ekett. But with Sarah,
there is no effort involved. | do not think you leaas yet appreciated the
good fortune which caused you to select Sarah ashyide. Anyway, that
is all beside the point. | shall acknowledge LadygAla by inviting her to
my party. | wish to put to rest, Everett, any gpsaihich would try to
suggest you have married a nonentity merely soyibatmay continue to
devote all your time to your mistress. Lady Angesil be here at the ball,



and allowed to suffer no particular snubs from mgnids. But she will
receiveno special attention from anybody. It will be seeatther public
role in your life is over--quite finished.” She pgd absently at her glass of
champagne, then smiled at her son. “What arrangeyuencare to make
with her privately is, of course, no concern of enat all.”

“Well, I am certainly relieved to hear that! Whemuwy said that you
intended to speak frankly you were not mincing erattl see.”

“Sometimes it is better to speak clearly at thesetjt said the Dowager
tranquilly. “You would do well to remember that your dealings with
Sarah. It saves so much confusion and wasted enethg end. And here
is Sarah, returning with the list. Come Everettu y&hall give us your
opinion as to whether we have selected our guesits vgeent word of your
marriage to Amelia last week and would you belidvat George replied
with an expressto tell us they are both posting up for the ballid not
know that George ever got out of his hunting jagtdhis time of year!”

The Viscount smiled at Sarah. “Now you may begirsuspect the extent
of your social power. For once my mother doesndggerate. | have never
before known George to set foot in town during Nkarand to commit

himself quite willingly it seems! We had better teasto import dancers
from China at the very least, Otherwise he will gider the whole trip

sadly wasted.”

“Nonsense,” said the Dowager roundly. “Sarah wiltlaubtedly captivate
his heart.”

“If you are both trying to make me nervous of tbaning ordeal, you are
certainly succeeding!" Sarah’s reply was only distijesting. “How can |
hope to live up to such expectations?"

The butler entered the salon to announce that emtlvas served.

“And that is a most fortunate interruption,” remedk the Viscount,
offering an arm to each of the ladies. “By the tiyoe1 have eaten, Sarah,
your courage will be quite returned. | cannot badithat a mere ball--even
one graced with my sister's presence--is going lerma you in the
slightest.”



“You place too great a reliance upon my naturditicte, my lord.”
Courteously he led her to her chair at the magtivaeg-table.

“I think not, Sarah. | really think not.”



CHAPTER TEN

THB DOWAGER VISCOUNTESS, whose vague manner disglian
excellent capacity for organization, had neverhia past felt any need to
worry about the preparations for a party. Havingdi for more than fifty
years as a pampered daughter and wife it neveyustyi crossed her mind
that her wishes, once expressed, would not berdeféo. Despite noting
the harassed wrinkles which occasionally crosseddaeghter-in-law’s
brow, it therefore did not occur to the dowaget tharah, brought up in a
household almost devoid of servants, was livingugh the days prior to
the ball in an agony of suppressed trepidation.

The Dowager Viscountess confidently made her pfansSarah’s début

much the same way she had organized every othegahasion during her
long career as a premier society hostess. Shddldsthe butler to arrange
delivery of the invitation cards, written out inr8ha’'s neat, copperplate
hand. She then selected the potted palms which wergrace the

conservatory and instructed the servants to dezdtinatballroom with gold

and yellow satin ribbons. “So springlike!” she mumad happily to an

agitated Sarah. She dispatched a footman to nogifyffavourite musicians
that they were required to attend on the evenintheftwentieth, and she
conferred at length with her chef. She even remeatbt® send round to
the stables and arrange for straw to be laid dverpaving stones, thus
quietening the noise of arriving and departing ieges. As far as the
Dowager Viscountess was concerned, her share irpritgarations was
then complete, and she spent the days leading tigetball untroubled by
any desire to supervise the implementations of iaious instructions.

Such mundane considerations as the laundering e¢iaplinens, the

washing of crystal and china, the polishing ofesij\and the instructions to
the caterers, never once disturbed the tranqudfityer mind.

On the day of the ball, she retired to her bedclanmMamediately after

lunch, for, as she confided charmingly to Sarak, &uld not bear to have
her guests whispering that she had turned intamgled old hag now that
she was a widow.



Sarah was happy to be able to reassure her. Ompdms, at least, there
was no need for false cheerfulness.

“Anybody less like an old hag, ma’am, it would kerdhto imagine.”

The Dowager smiled gratefully. “You are a dear dhdnd you lie most
graciously.” She gave Sarah an anxious inspectiBut you are a trifle

pale, my dear. You look worried about somethingust | have not been
overwhelming you?"

“How can you suggest such a thing? We have donkingtbut amuse
ourselves for more than two weeks now.”

“I have allowed myself to forget, however, thatsiésan a month ago you
were dangerously ill. You must rest today, Sarahtd@sbed this afternoon.
| am determined that you shall bewitch all our ¢si&sA small smile
hovered on the Dowager’s lips. “And Everett, of isau”

Sarah turned away, so that her expression wasthidde

“I do not think that the Viscount is very easilwbatched, ma’am. | should
... I should prefer to keep active this afterndcem not really sleepy.”

The Dowager did not press her advice, but wentezaatlly to her room
and there slept untroubled by any visions of pdsdilsaster. Sarah, who
was not blessed with the Dowager's sublime faiththe satisfactory
progress of the preparations, had the greatesicudilf in preventing
herself fluttering around the men erecting the agsj the footmen
cleaning the lustres of the chandeliers, and theyasf servants dusting
and polishing every available surface. When finalhe collided with a
small maid scurrying submerged behind a pile oftevkiamask napkins--
thus scattering eight dozen pieces of clean lineower the hall floor--
Agatha Meadows was sent out from the servants'tgrsato have a tactful
word with her mistress.

Thereafter, Sarah was reducd to walking up and dtven Dowager’'s
private sitting-room, prey first to the mournfulrsaction that the Viscount
would forget to attend his own wife's début, andntio the even more
lowering reflection that she would probably makersa mull of the whole



affair that, even if the Viscount came, he wouldftweed to disown her.
She wondered how she could ever have been sotaadigo claim to the
Viscount that the London season held no terrorshéor It was a decided
relief when dusk finally descended upon the streétthe city, and she
knew it was time to go upstairs and change intacltaghes for the ball.

THE HONOURABLE Lady Amelia Sutton and her husbaBd, George

Sutton, Baronet, no longer participated in the jofshe London season.
Sir George, a worthy landlord and kindly father st children, found

himself well occupied in tending his lands and sgéhat the affairs of the
country proceeded in a manner suited to his natfowhat was right and
proper. The labourers on Sir George’s lands wepe&ed to work hard
during fine weather, but in return he tided thenerothe dead months of
winter when there was no work, and saw to it theirt children were

clothed and fed when illness struck the breadwinner

Lady Amelia, who had once justifiably consideredsedf a somewhat
glittering star on London’s social horizon, hadldal in love with Sir
George’s stolid kindness during her first seasord aow seemed well
content with her role as the producer of endldie lButtons, all as plump
and cheerful as their father.

The Dowager, who did not find this bucolic idyll wfarital bliss altogether
to her taste, cast suspicious glances in the threcf Amelia’s waistline.

She was relieved to see that it remained remarkabtyfor the mother of
six children, and gave no hint that the Sutton prggwas about to be
increased.

Lady Amelia caught her mother’s look, and grinnedahievously as she
kissed the Dowager's satin-smooth cheek. “Mama, ywa looking

charming. Most unmatronly. And you will be deligtiteo learn that | am
not about to present Sir George with my seventh pledgdfection!" Her

eyes twinkled up at the imperturbable Sir Georgen ‘the contrary, we
have decided that he is to present me with a tokéis affection, and | am
to refurbish my wardrobe at an establishment wiiak a little more to
offer than the dressmaker in Margate! | am delightieat Everett has
finally decided to take the plunge into matrimotyprovided me with the



final spur which | needed to roust George from saedle and into the
travelling carriage.”

"I am so glad that you both decided to come upawnt” said the
Dowager. “I know how much you will enjoy meetingr&la. | trust you
were not fatigued by the journey yesterday? And yloa find your sister
well, Sir George?"

“Yes to both questions, ma’am. She only regretst ther imminent
confinement prevents her being here tonight.”

“I suppose we may count it miracle enough that Amelas able to
attend,” remarked the Dowager with some asperibe botman finished
unwinding Lady Amelia from her fur wraps, and theviager looked at
her affectionately.

“I must say, Amelia, that for somebody who is bdria the wilds of the
countryside and has six children besides, you aréoonking at all bad.”

Sir George smiled placidly. “But that, ma’am, idyto be expected. She
is your daughter, after all.”

The Dowager looked at her son-in-law appreciatively

“I have always felt you were quit®asteddown in Kent, Sir George! Do
you know there are some men who simply never lémw to pay a
compliment, even after years of practice? But yawehalways known how
to do it, right from the start.”

“I needed a ready tongue, ma’am, as well as a daposition. How else
was a simple countryman such as myself to pers@ad@shing town
beauty to be my wife?”

“Dear George!” Lady Amelia sighed happily. “As iby ever thought the
issue to be in doubt. One of the most endearingtmpsaof English country
gentlemen is their incapacity to see more thanpmoiet of view. George
simply decided that | should marry him. After thad, possibility of failure
ever crossed his mind.” Without waiting to drawdihteshe turned eagerly
to her mother.



“But now, Mama, you must tell mall, quickly before the other guests
arrive. | wish we had had time to call on you yesag, but we arrived at
George’s sister late, and now there is scarcely tang for a gossip!
Whatever persuaded Everett to marry right at tisé iaoment, when we
had all quite decided he was going to allow Cousiederick to inherit?
And what is his wife like? Does she know about Ladgela?”

It was at this inauspicious moment that Sarah chosnter the drawing-
room. Nervous of the ordeal ahead, and preoccupigdquestions about
her own appearance, she heard Lady Amelia’s woitlsout absorbing
their meaning. She could see all too plainly, hasvethe embarrassment
written on all three of the faces which turned be@rve her entrance.

She faltered at the threshold of the drawing-roarmeglicate flush creeping
up the normal ivory pallor of her skin. Self-cormgsly, her hand gestured
to the pale turquoise tulle of her gown, and thepee sea-green silk of the
underslip.

“I'm sorry,” she said breathlessly. “Have | choska wrong dress?" She
looked anxiously at the Dowager. “I could chang® ithe cream crépe if
you thought it more suitable.”

The Dowager rose to her feet and made a move tcowed Sarah to her
side.

“You cannot possibly be serious, my dear! You amehanting in that

colour.” Her swift gaze took in the coronet of tieBowers woven into

Sarah’s luxuriant fall of golden-brown curls, arne tsingle strand of gold
twisted around her slim wrist. She said nothinguabihe conspicuous
absence of jewellery, although she was furious Evwarett had neglected
to attend to this essential task. At least, sheaudgho silently, if ever

anybody could carry off such a simplicity of faghiGarah would be that
person.

“Everything is perfect, my dear,” She smiled warnfyou cannot fail to
capture at least a dozen hearts! Come over heréetante introduce your
new sister-in-law to you. But | must first beg yoot to flirt with Sir



George. He has six children back home in Kent, lamchas no time to
spare trying to capture your favours!”

Sarah laughed shyly and came into the centre afoib®. “Lady Amelia?”

She dropped a small curtsey. “I am so very happy you were able to
come up to town. The Dowager Viscountess told naéybu are not often
able to leave the responsibilities you have in Kent

Lady Amelia laughed good-naturedly. “I'll wager tHdama said nothing

so tactful! My dear, we have always said that Eitesas born under the
care of at least three different guardian angals,irb this instance he has
outdone himselfl Wherever did he meet you? Youoebgautiful, and

hardly old enough to be out of the schoolroom.”

“Appearances are deceptive, Lady Amelia. | am ntloa@ nineteen.”

“Well, well,” said Sir George, bowing over her handh avuncular charm.
“That is certainly a great age. You will have tokaallowances for poor
Amelia and me. When you have reached the advargpesl @ three-and-
forty and two-and-thirty, it is easy to forget thaheteen can seem a very
respectable accumulation of years. And it's notitaob good looking
daggers at me, Amelia. Your mother and | both krmmite well that you
were two-and-thirty four months ago.”

He smiled cheerfully at Sarah. “Her eldest son slibrtly be fifteen, and
she wishes me to tell the world that she is fivd-amenty. If only her
arithmetic were a trifle better, even she wouldtbeedifficulties in that!”

Sarah looked solemnly at Lady Amelia. “My arithneetivas always
appalling--quite the despair of my guardian. | c@rimagine why anybody
should need to know that you are a day over fivé-anenty.”

"Do not listen to my wife, Amelia. She has a chamgntongue and | can
assure you she will wheedle you out of your laspence if you let her.”
Viscount Blackwood strolled casually into the rodsowing politely to Sir

George and bestowing a brotherly peck on Lady Aaretiheek. He raised
his mother’s hands to his lips and smiled at heidydy.



“Well, Mama, | hope you are feeling matriarchal. Weed only to gather
Sir George’s brood of little Suttons around us, ael could pose for a
family portrait that would rival King George.”

“Even with my six, we are still missing severalldhén,” responded Lady
Amelia somewhat tartly. “You and Sarah must contetfive more before
we can compete with the Royal Family.”

The Viscount turned a laughing eye in Sarah’s tima¢but she would not
meet his gaze.

“Well, Sarah?" he said mockingly. “Are we prepartm accept the
challenge?”

“I cannot plan so far ahead, my lord,” she saidngue‘At the moment |
feel it would be enough if | can survive this Ball.

The entrance of Lord and Lady Frederick Babbingfecluded the

possibility of further conversation; Sarah, whoseowledge of Lord

Babbington sprang solely from the Dowager’s slaodemdescriptions, was
hard put to reconcile the mild-mannered actualiiyhithe scheming miser
of her mother-in-law’s highly-spiced conversatiohsdy Babbington, a

stout matron of indeterminate years, was shabhiped in a gown of

virulent maroon velvet. After two small glasseswddeira it was seen that
Lady Babbington had chosen this colour carefullyice it precisely

matched the heightened purple of her own cheeks.

Sarah, having made this unfortunate mental obseryatvas forced to
stuff the back of her hand into her mouth in orterstifle a gasp of
laughter. She looked up to find the Viscount's disertingly alert gaze
riveted upon her. He came across to her side.

“Your dress is perfect,” he said abruptly. “You shibhave asked me to
bring you some jewellery. | have already sent @iy sapphires out to
be cleaned. We must go over the rest of the caleso that you may tell
me what you might like to wear.”

“Oh no! That is not necessary, my lord.” She stirtmcomfortably under
the continued intensity of his look.



“It is necessary because | say it is,” he saidllfmalis eyes fell as if
hypnotized by the slender column of her neck. “8itgh it is hard to see
how your appearance could be improved by the aatddf mere jewels.”

Some of Sarah’s natural poise was beginning tanmetu

“My lord,” she said. “I think the Dowager shouldvugawarned me that you
are an accomplished and shameless flirt.”

He looked at her enquiringly. “What does that rdoraean precisely?"

“Your mother has been good enough to provide mh wilist of names to

remember. | have learned who is of political impode-and whether they
are Whig or Tory, of course! | know all the gazédttertune hunters. |

know all the matrons whom | must impress with mypé&ocable propriety.

And | was also warned about the incorrigible flirtdowever, | believe

your mother’s partiality has blinded her to the ar@@ne which should be
at the head of that list!"

The Viscount shook' his head slowly. “You are quiteong. When one
flirts, by definition one’s intentions are not sars. | am not flirting, Sarah.
Not with you.”

“For shame!" she said lightly, although her voicasva little breathless.
“How am | to improve my party skills, if my own hoend will not indulge

me by playing the game?” *“l do not think your kkirequire any
improvement, Sarah. | suspect that you were beimigclyour menfolk

whilst you were still in the cradle.”

“Not in the cradle, my lord. But perhaps in thesery. It was well-known
in our household that the baker’s boy always slibpean extra jam-tart
especially for me.”

The Viscount laughed. “You are a shameless husgyl &new it from the
first. Do not expect me to be drawn into your tol®wever. Do not let
your success with the baker’s boy run to your Head.



“There is always the sad episode with the danciagter to keep me from
becoming entirely puffed-up with notions of my oattractions.”

“Very true. | have reason to be grateful to theailagn master.” He drew
her hand through his arm. “My mother’s brother lagved. He is a

member of our government and a very important ¥ellOr at least, that is
what he tells us all. Let me go and make him kndéovgiou, then we may
all go into dinner. | have several more cousinsttecad around the
countryside, but this small group represents tlisedt members of my
family.” His eyes glanced down at her. “It was tgbtful of my mother to

make sure that you would meet the family beforestaet of the ball. At

least there will be some familiar faces for youum to."

“Six among two hundred!” Her mouth twisted in afulesmile. “I am not
sure that it will suffice to make nentirelyat my ease!”

“Oh! | am not worried. Society loves an unknown ltga my dear, and
you fulfil both requirements to perfection. Comedtlus hurry and make
the introductions. | can see that Uncle Williamlasking hungry, so we
must catch his attention before it is quite loabag the jellied prawns.”

IT WAS NOT afterwards possible to determine thecm® moment at
which society decided that the Dowager Viscount®ksckwood’s ball
should be accounted a success. There was no agreada for deciding
which function would receive the seal of social rwal and which would
not. However, even before Viscount Blackwood lesiiew wife out on to
the floor in order to open the dancing, it was ckbat London had agreed
to be charmed.

Sarah, pale and slim, but smiling with apparenersigy, moved through

the complicated figures of the dance with an ethllageace hat set her quite
apart from the fashionably buxom beauties. The &ist, although his

expression remained as inscrutable as ever was teekrep his eyes
riveted on the figure of his bride, and to smilehat with unusual warmth

when the set was over. Society, prepared for ovikelieve its own tales of
romance, concluded that this was indeed a lovetmatc



The Dowager Viscountess, sitting next to her bnotdwed watching the
dancing with outward tranquillity, covertly examéhthe expression of her
guests and allowed a small sigh of relief to esdegdips. Her brother, Sir
William Haversham, patted her kindly upon the aBeneath a pompous
and crusty exterior, he nurtured a decided soft &pdis flighty sister.

“Beautiful gal, eh? You must be very pleased, m'dét tell you frankly,
we all feared the worst right up until last montherrible thing if
Babbington had inherited the estate. The fellowds up to it. And as for
his wife!” His eye caught a flash of golden curtsubcing down the set of
dancers. “What the devil . . .Sorry, m’dear. Whatearth is Lady Thorpe
doing here? | hoped that nonsense was all over.”

“But of course,” replied the Dowager with a confide she was far from
feeling. “It is because it's all over that Lady Aslg Thorpe is here.”

She caught the attention of a passing guest, anéduo him with some
relief.

“Jasper Clarke! Everett told me that you were ah@gt at his wedding.”
She tapped him reproachfully on the arm with her faa, sir! | thought

you were my friend. How could you permit the Visnbwo wed without

allowing me to share in the festivities?"

The Honourable Jasper Clarke, who was still reelinder the shock of
discovering his dockside waif transformed into anwvam of evident culture
and stunning beauty, looked warily at his hostéss.was not noted for
nimbleness of thought.

“Lady Blackwood was sick,” he managed at last. ‘fEhevere no
festivities. Grave fears for her life. Yes, thatsEv was afraid that she
might not last the night. Anxious to tie the knefdre it was all over.”

“Was he indeed?” The Dowager Viscountess seemddieelsed with this

response. “Sdhat was his plan.” She turned a beaming smile on the

disconsolate Jasper, who was uncomfortably awarbaefng betrayed
more than he intended, without being at all sune tios had happened.



“Er. . .magnificent party,” he said in an effort¢bange the subject. “Lady
Blackwood looking delightful. And you too, of coet$

“Thank you, Jasper,” said the Dowager with compkteerity. “I know
that praise from you is praise worth receiving. Newl you forgive me if
| leave you to see what is happening in the candhfty

She moved away in a perfumed cloud of silk, leavingn drooping
somewhat uncomfortably at the edge of the dancar.flHle wished he
could find Sir Anthony, who seemed temporarily avé disappeared. This
whole affair was rendering him decidingly nervoudis reverie was
disturbed not by Sir Anthony, but by the Viscoumnself, who came up
and addressed him quizzingly.

“You are looking unnecessarily gloomy, Jasper. a yot find Lady
Blackwood'’s health marvellously improved?”

“Not only her health,” said his friend impulsivel§She looks absolutely
stunning, Everett. How did you do it?”

“My dear Jasper, | have done nothing other thaprtwide a place where
she could rest and partake of some nourishing fhatlire has performed
the remainder of the miracle.”

Jasper was longing to ask how a girl from the shseven admitting the
full wonders of Nature--could be transformed withire space of a few
weeks into a lady of the first rank of elegancem8dalf- glimpsed barrier
in the Viscount's manner almost prevented his btoegrthe subject, but
curiosity overwhelmed him. The Viscount was, atily one of his oldest
friends.

“How did such a girl end up in the workhouse, E#&¥ehe blurred out.
“I have no intention of telling you at this precisemment, Jasper, so | beg
you not to grasp my armuite so violently. My sleeve seems unlikely to

recover from your attack upon it.”

The young man shrugged in rueful resignation. Hewkithe Viscount too
well in this sort of mood, and accepted that thveas no point in trying to



pursue his questions. Unoffended, he grinned aaqgbeld his friend on the
arm.

“I rely upon you to procure me the first waltz! foand | must be her
oldest acquaintances in the room, after all. And koow Tony will be at
the gaming tables until after midnight, so my clatands higher than any
other.”

“I will do my best on your behalf.” A small smileotiered around the
Viscount’s lips. “I would not say that my word alygacarried the weight
with Sarah which one might hope for. She does eeisto suffer from an
excessive sense of obligation. On the contrarysgeens to harbour some
resentment for my arbitrary decision to marry Heerhaps it would be
better not to remind her that you participateden $election from the. . .er.
. . the place where we met.”

He led a puzzled Jasper across the ballroom. Thwaydf Sarah seated next
to Lady Amelia Sutton and surrounded by an eagtarieoof young men.
She looked up at their approach, sensing the Vigtopresence before he
spoke. A smile of dazzling beauty lit up her fagejing colour to her
cheeks and deepening the smoky grey of her eyspelddappened to
glance up at his friend at the moment Sarah smaded, he witnessed a
fleeting flicker of emotion such as he had neveutjht to see written upon
the Viscount’s cynical features.

For the first time, he felt a strong personal iestrin the girl whom they
had found dying in St. Katharine’s fever ward, am pressed himself
forward, eager for his dance. He admitted to hifrtbalt he was curious to
see what manner of woman could cause the Viscowrntle so tenderly.

And what of Lady Angela Thorpe? In common with thest of the

Dowager’'s guests--not to mention the Dowager--he l@aking forward

with thinly-concealed interest to the moment whée two notorious

lovers finally danced together. Altogether, he iy this promised to be
a fascinating evening.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IF SARAH and her mother-in-law were, on the whaolell pleased with
the progress of the ball, Lady Angela Thorpe waffesng agonies of
mortification. She had not seen the Viscount alsitee his generous
bestowal of the diamond bracelet, and several ofpeefumed notes had
languished unanswered, despite passionate pleasariorimmediate
rendezvous. On the other hand, an exorbitant f@thfthe mantua-maker
had been met by the Viscount with gratifying prongss, and Lady
Angela had not allowed herself to feel seriouslyneal.

Now, however, she could see the new Viscountesskidgtaod for herself,

and it was no longer possible to deny the unwelcameumulation of

evidence in front of her own eyes. Viscountess Blaxod was about to
become a social hit-the latest and most glitterstgr on the London
horizon. Lady Angela, dancing and laughing andirfiiy as if she had not a
care in the world, watched Sarah and her heartstlimarst with rage. She
was not a fool, and she did not try to deceive dierSarah’s slim figure

attracted all eyes, and her quiet voice commanttedteon without effort.

Her laughter lit up the ivory pallor of her compiex with a becoming

sparkle, drawing those around her into the cirtleer merriment. Beneath
it all, her enormous eyes hinted at a passion rgrkbelow the cool

modesty of her demeanour. Society, Lady Angela ldyicsaw, was

entranced by this fresh and delicate beauty.

Worst of all, although the Viscount and his wifedh@t even danced with
one another after the opening set, Lady Angelaadojes eyes could not
miss the covert attention each gave to the othlee. Yiscountess might
laugh and dance with a dozen different gentlemahhbr gaze constantly
returned to the Viscount. He, in turn, was playthg perfect host, but
Lady Angela bitterly observed the smiles which pddsetween the couple
every time their eyes chanced to meet. Her pleasurthe diamond

bracelet flashing on her arm turned into ashes. Adw pink ball-gown

offered her no comfort. The natural caution whied thelped to conceal
her true nature from the Viscount through almost ywars of intrigue and
clandestine meetings, entirely deserted her. Slseawa@are of nothing save



a desire to lash out and to wound the woman whouladped her place at
the Viscount’ s side.

It was unfortunate for Lady Angela that the Viscbadnose to claim her as
his partner just at the moment when rage finallpleded through the
barriers of her natural cunning. She managed dse fall of laughter as
he offered her his arm and, looking at him coqgskelyi through drooping
eyelashes, she complimented him upon Lady Blackigo@tharming
appearance.

“Thank you,” said the Viscount curtly. He was obsty offended by Lady
Angela’s remark, and he found himself repelled ly ¢loying strength of
her perfume as she pressed her body improperlye ctoshis own.
Dispassionately, he viewed the elaborate hairstiie,over-abundance of
jewels and the sumptuous lace of her gown. In a embraf shock he saw
her as she would be in a few years’ time: overgdinblowsy, clinging
desperately to a vanished youth and beauty whichalahe had ever had
to offer.

Her laughter, a little shrill on this occasion, kednto his thoughts.

“It is a pity you did not think to provide your wifwith some proper
jewels, Everett. Even if she had nothing of her pyou could surely have
spared hesomethingfrom the family treasure chest.” Unthinkingly, her
eyes slid down to the bracelet sparkling on hestwri

The Viscount looked at her coldly.

“Lady Blackwood does not require jewels to burnigh her appearance,
Angela. She possesses qualities that obviate trexl rier artificial
adornment.” His voice was silky, but Lady Angeld diot miss the hint of
steel. “I think, my dear Angela, that you forgeuyself in addressing such
comments to me. Lady Blackwood is mife.”

The subtle emphasis on this final word broughtuaHlof angry colour to
Lady Angela’s cheeks.

“Oh la, my lord! I'm sure | meant nothing of anynsquence.”



“I think, my dear, that you rarely do. Mean anythiof consequence, that
is.”

Lady Angela saw, too late, that she had been foolgage, however
potent, must be made subservient to the realifi¢einfinancial position.
Sir Henry Thorpe had failed to provide for his wad@n anything like the
manner she had hoped for when she agreed to marry h

“Everett,” she whispered huskily. “Can you not ¢kat | am pining for
your attention? It is so long since you have bdeneawith me.”

Gently, the Viscount placed her at arm’s length.

“Regrettably, Angela, we are still not alone. Tliere | feel we should
abide by the conventions of the dance.” He smilediex in a friendly
fashion. “Come, Angela, we have known one anotberflong time. Let
us remain on good terms, without reproaches forama¢her.”

He was not aware that with these words he mentdibyissed Lady
Angela from her position as his mistress. He waly @onscious of
unusual irritation and a feeling that he would preto be dancing with
Sarah rather than arguing with Lady Angela. Wherspeke the casual
words, his conscious wish was merely to ensure that obvious
impropriety should ruffle the surface of his mothgrarty.

But Lady Angela’s whole life had been made up @érpreting hints and
responding to moods, and she was immediately @mdhe significance of
his mildly chiding tones. She had never previoustgn addressed by the
Viscount as if she were a fractious child. In deapen, she made the fatal
error of trying to render him jealous.

“Lord Ross has asked me to accompany him to Italg said archly. “I
have been thinking that perhaps | would be wisavoid the chill of an
English spring.”

The Viscount was shaken by the acute sensatiorel®f which swept
through him. Quite kindly, he looked down into Laélggela’s round blue
eyes. He needed scarcely a moment to ponder Hig teephe unspoken
guestion.



“I think you should accept his offer, my dear. Ntvat Bonaparte is safely
locked up, there is no reason why the Continentilshbe deprived of a
glimpse of your charms.” His voice was gentle. “Yiowst allow me the
honour of providing you with some clothes. You wi#ed a new wardrobe
for a such a prolonged journey.”

Lady Angela was torn between fury at this indifferdismissal of a two-
year-old liaison, and gratification that some prdfill remained in the
relationship. Her eyes travelled involuntarily tar&, who waltzed round
the ballroom in the arms of old Sir William Haveast, a man who
acknowledged Lady Angela with the curtest of bo@sie person, she
reflected bitterly, was the source of her preseiserg. Had it not been for
Sarah, she might even now be receiving the gootdesisf the Viscount’'s
friends. Sir William would be dancing wither, and not with the pale
skinny girl the Viscount had unaccountably marri@dcareer as aemi-
mondaineloomed uninvitingly before her. The loss of hesition as the
future Viscountess Blackwood hurt even more thae lbss of the
Viscount himself, although--as she already knewrdLBoss was too old
to replace the Viscount as a satisfactory lover.

With an effort she tore her attention away fromaBa twirling figure.

Lady Angela had a long memory for injuries, and soopportunity for
revenge against the Viscountess would eventualtyrodn the meantime,
it was necessary to extract the maximum profit gbssfrom the deep
purse of the Viscount. She allowed a sad smileeimlble on her lips. Her
voice almost broke on a convincing half-sob, hastilppressed.

“Ah, Everett! The sunshine of Italy will seem calithout you beside me.”
“You must remember to take a fur wrap, my dear.”

Her blue eyes opened very wide. “But | do not hawve, my lord.”

“I seem to remember that there is a charming cépehde ermine which
we both saw in Madame Boucher’'s establishment.” ddeled at her

cynically. “Please permit me to offer it as a subst for the warmth of my
presence.”



The dance ended and she swept him a low curtsey.
“My lord, your generosity overwhelms me. What slibusay?”

“If 1 were you,” said the Viscount impatiently, $hould just say thank
you.”

SARAH'S HAPPINESS at the success of the ball wasedaby only two
small flaws. First, the impossibility of remembeyirall her partners’
names, and secondly, the fact that the Viscounvetlano desire to dance
with her a second time. Moving laughingly from dhdatious partner to
the next, however, it was relatively easy to pasth minor aggravations
from the forefront of her mind. Even when she sanv bross the floor to
take Lady Angela into his arms for the waltz, shenaged to laugh and
smile as cheerfully as ever. Her partner, spellddoythe dreamy mystery
of her grey eyes, scarcely noticed that her refbebis questions rarely
extended beyond a monosyllabic “yes” or “no”. Hejoireed his
companions, perfectly content to add to the swgllnanks of Lady
Blackwood'’s lovelorn admirers.

The evening was drawing almost to a close whentwimed to greet her
partner for the minuet. As her eyes searched @uVibkcount’s tall figure,
she noted absently that her new partner was a elentan, pale
complexioned and rather older than many of the gosjprigs who had
claimed her attention during the course of the niblle bowed slowly over
her outstretched hands, and allowed his gaze ¢gedim open admiration
upon Sarah’s flushed cheeks and dreamy eyes. T¢wmMit was seen to
escort Lady Babbington in the direction of the eésfrments, and Sarah was
at liberty to bring her attention back to her partnHe bowed again
politely as he escorted her into the set.

“I am delighted you have remembered our engagemsantady. You were
surrounded by such a court of admirers when we wereduced that |
feared | would have to leave your delightful pasiyhout experiencing the
pleasure of dancing with you.”



Sarah smiled. “I have certainly remembered our exgent to dance, sir.
But | have to confess that | do not recall heasinogr name. You will have
to forgive me, if you please.”

“It iIs not at all surprising that you do not remesnbYou have been
surrounded all evening by a sea of admiring fabéiee was merely one
among many. | am Baron Tynsdale of Greenside.”

Some of the colour left Sarah’s cheeks, but shdesnprettily, and her
voice was quite steady when she spoke.

“We must take our positions, my lord. The musicians almost ready to
begin.”

“It will be my pleasure.” He offered his arm andhi¢ felt the tremble of
her fingers as they rested on his sleeve, he madeemtion of the fact. He
smiled at her politely. “Now, you must tell me havweame about that my
friend Blackwood managed to steal a march on uswlmarrying the
prettiest girl in England before she ever appearddndon. | assume you
have not been living in London?”

Some version of this conversation had already takaoe with virtually
every one of her previous partners. Now, howevarals found that the
story of her marriage did not flow readily from Higis.

“My guardian was a parson, my lord. The Viscount me while we were
both engaged upon charitable work in the parish.”

“You amaze me, Lady Blackwood. | would not haveutjiat that my
friend Blackwood--admirable fellow though he is-wl@ have concerned
himself overmuch with personal works of charity.”

Sarah was grateful to grasp at the moment’s resfifiteed when they were
separated by the movements of the dance. Wherctdrag together again,
she answered the Baron briefly.

“The Viscount has not published news of his chhakaworks to his
general acquaintance, my lord. He has not felhtded to do so." Anxious
to give substance to her tale, she spoke reckle8aly, even now, my



husband is caring for a poor old woman whom heuegdrom death by
neglect in St. Katharine’s Workhouse. The Viscosikindness has been
vastly underrated, | think.”

“Indeed it has,” murmured Baron Tynsdale. “And amo kake it that you
share his interestin . . . er. .. occupants akhvouses?”

“I have already mentioned to you, my lord, that myardian was a
minister of the Church. We lived in London and mally my upbringing
has given me a wider experience of the povertyraiseéry prevalent in our
streets than comes to most young girls.” She lifted head and said
formally, “Could we not talk of some other mattekr?do not think
workhouses and balls mix very comfortably together.

Immediately the Baron was all contrition. He bowed in a gesture of
apology.

“You are absolutely right, my lady. Hem | am damgiwith the most
lovely young woman in the room. How could | chotseliscuss anything
other than the delightful shade of turquoise yowehaelected for your
gown? The effect upon the colour of your eyes isequavishing, my dear
Lady Blackwood. You are blessed with most unuswburing. Is it a
frequent combination in your family this golden-wo hair and dark grey
eyes?"

“I am considered to take after my father’s sideéhaf family, my lord.”

“Ah, yes. The Smith family, was it not? | believéadve not had the great
pleasure of meeting your father."

“Smith was the name of my guardian. My father arathver are dead.”
“And in the twinkling of an eye--or so it appeacsthose of us who have
not been privileged to watch the progress of yoamance with the
Viscount--you are transformed from an orphan ink@ tViscountess
Blackwood. A charming tale, is it not? Almost liadairy-tale, in fact.”

White-checked, Sarah stared at her partner defiantl



“It is indeed a fairy-tale, my lord. And like motgtles of its kind, | intend
that this one shall have a happy ending.” “Sudfrcéness, Lady
Blackwood! Why, all of London wishes you succesgonr new role. It is
not everyone who would be prepared to take on ak& of taming my
friend Blackwood.” His eyes wandered in the directof Lady Angela. He
turned back to Sarah and smiled. “But | am surewitiyprove equal to the
challenge.”

Sarah’s chin was raised a fraction higher. “Yourc#ade is unnecessary,
my lord. Where | am concerned, the Viscount isaalyetamed.”

“I understand completely. And his dance with Ladgg&la was in the
nature of a farewell. Ah! The music is ended, aldkere may | escort you
now, my lady?”

“Why, to my husband, of course. The last dance hatsirally been
reserved for him.”

He bowed deeply. “Our conversation has been a gleasny lady, and
opened my eyes to a whole new aspect of my friecltbsacter.”

Sarah met his gaze squarely. “I am relieved ifvehbeen able to disabuse
your mind of any misunderstandings, my lord.” Shaast ran across the
few feet of floor which remained to separate henfithe Viscount.

“Everett!” she said quickly. “Lord Tynsdale has bght me to your side so
that | may claim you as my partner for the lasta#gahShe looked at him
with silent appeal. “You remember that we agreesiae the last waltz for
each other.”

“But of course | remember,” said the Viscount snibot “How could |
forget such an important commitment?” He turnedgteet the Baron.
“And how convenient that you should be here, Tyfesdaady Angela has
just informed me that she wilts for lack of a gladschampagne. May |
entrust you with the task of procuring a glasshien?”

Baron Tynsdale inclined his head politely. “It isvays my pleasure to be
of service to Lady Thorpe. And to you, of coursg,dear Blackwood.”



He turned to Sarah and raised her hands to his“ljasly Blackwood, it
has indeed been a delightful encounter. | trugtitivaill not be long before
we are again enjoying one another’'s company. | mastose track of you
now that my friend the Viscount has so kindly brougou to my
attention.” He smiled gently into the veiled hastibf the Viscount's gaze
and, offering his arm to Lady Angela, escortedwigh swift efficiency in
the direction of the dining-room buffet. Sarah vhaid his departure with
mesmerized intensity, and shivered as his dark bbhs passed out of
view.

The Viscount walked slowly back in the directiontloé¢ dance floor. “You
might be good enough, Sarah, to enlighten me ashat that was all
about.”

“I don’t know, my lord. He frightened me. That is©ywl came to your side.
In almost every sentence he called you his frigetl] think he is not your
friend at all.”

The Viscount shrugged. “We are acquaintances ddlitically, | cannot
agree with his views. But he is a man of considerabnsequence among
the ton. He is not a wise man to offend.”

“I did not wish to spend any more time with hinhdpe | did not interrupt
some important conversation?"

“Lady Thorpe and | have nothing more to say to anether.” He looked
down at the top of her head, which was he couldsgsese her eyes were
determinedly lowered. He spoke impatiently. “I ahattered that you
should find my waistcoat buttons so entirely faatimy. | had not realized
their design was so unique.”

He waited a moment for her to speak, but when sheaimed silent, he
said curtly, “You called me Everett a few minutge &

“l was agitated, my lord. | will not repeat the taise.”

“On the contrary, | insist that you do so whenewerare alone together |
do not enjoy a great deal of pomp in my bedroom.”



Sarah's feet lost themselves in one of the turrthefvaltz, and only the
firm hands of the Viscount prevented her from tigp

“And | was just thinking how grateful | should bethe dancing master for
his excellent tuition!” There was no mistaking thiat of laughter in his
voice.

She regained her composure rapidly. "There is ghtslineveness in the
floor at that point. | shall make mention of itttee Dowager Viscountess
tomorrow morning."

“An excellent idea,” agreed the Viscount gravelyey took two or three
silent turns around the floor.

“Where are we going?” exclaimed Sarah suddenly.

“l thought you looked a trifle warm," said the Vamt suavely. “A few
moments in the conservatory will serve to refresh pefore we attempt
the journey home.”

“But | am already at home!”

“No, my dear. You are a guest in my mother’'s hodsmight you will be
returning with me to my hous&hatis your home.”

She was silent, and turned away to fan herself.

“How thoughtful of my mother to have provided ugtwsuch very large
palm trees,” said the Viscount conversationally.

Sarah turned round. “Why is that, my lord?”

“It will offer us such an excellent screen when itk you,” said the
Viscount.

Sarah started to move away, but found herself figidy by two powerful
hands.



“Sarah Smith, you are certainly a witch who hasnbsent to torment me.
But | am going to make sure that you do not comeoduhis encounter
totally unscathed.”

She did not try to make any sensible responseiscstimewhat enigmatic
statement, for the Viscount's lips now hovered alningly close to her
own, and Sarah found it quite essential to resativaer strength for the
difficult task of breathing. She closed her eyed #it his mouth dash a
gentle touch across the lids, then all her conscitlwoughts were
obliterated as he claimed her in a kiss of pass#oiméensity.

She could not tell how many minutes passed by besbe rested her head
against the starched frills of his shirtfront, derg a strange comfort from
feeling the scratchy fabric against her cheek. &arched her mind for
some casual remark that might disguise the intews$iher response to his
love-making, but her thoughts remained in an urfbklpvhirl of
excitement.

It was the Viscount who broke the silence. He gameoddly hesitant
laugh, although the hand which caressed her hamed steady enough.
He looked down into Sarah'’s eyes.

“Well, witch, | am not sure whether to consider tthe successful
experiment. Perhaps we should repeat the test.”

“No!” She was panic-stricken at the thought of &mgther onslaught upon
her weakened defences. She needed time to harddreag against the
nonchalant expertise of his kisses. “My lord, walkbertainly be seen.”

He smiled ruefully. “I do not believe that it isrmidered a crime to kiss
one’s own wife. Not, perhaps, a fashionable ocaapaBut to the best of
my knowledge it has not yet been declared illegal.”

She managed a small laugh. “My lord, you are abBedides, you know
that | am not really your wife.”

Even in the semi-darkness of the conservatory, sheld see the
supercilious questioning of his expression. “Andatvimight that remark
mean, may | ask?"



“My lord, we cannot discuss it here. You know vergll what | mean. It
was an accident--the merest whim of fate that thuswogether.”

“That is certainly true.” agreed the Viscount réadi“l have been
congratulating myself upon the benevolence of migligg stars for the
last several days. After all, | might have decitedharry Lizzie!”

She wished that she could believe him and placetrost in the half-
serious tones which underlay his mocking voice. Sbsed her eyes for an
instant and felt again the icy black waters of Thames swirling above her
head, heard the soft, cultured voice of the man wrdered her captors to
drown her. If only her eyes had not been coverethduhose long days of
captivity! If only the Viscount would give her somational explanation of
his extraordinary action in marrying her!

She opened her eyes and found the Viscount's ges rigidly upon her
whitened cheeks. There was no longer any laughteisieyes.

“Come,” he said brusquely, “it is past the time wh®u should be home.
We shall make our farewells to my mother. | haverba&egligent in
forgetting that you are still weakened from theg#ffects of your fever.”

She did not protest, but allowed him to lead herkbato the ballroom.
The crowd had thinned at last, and the Dowagerahagting with evident
contentment to Lady Amelia and her son-in- law.

The Viscount raised both the Dowager’s hands tdipés

“Mama, your party was magnificent as of coursedwrit would be. Sarah
and | have come to offer you our thanks and toylmid good-night. We
must return to my house so that Sarah may get sestel have allowed
her to become over-tired.”

The Dowager Viscountess made no comment upon thegigiate
departure of her house-guest, but simply turneg baght eyes in Sarah’s
direction.



“Well, my dear,” she said. “How does it feel to the new Success of the
Season?”

Sarah’s cheeks coloured faintly, but she said ¢hker “You should
know, ma’am, for it is your party which is going become the talk of the
town.”

The Dowager stood up and pressed her cheek agarah’s. “I shall miss
you,” she said. “Make sure that Everett takes propee of you.”

The Viscount interrupted, speaking with exaggeratadin. “We are
driving five minutes across town, Mama. | am natrpling to set out with
Sarah for a journey to the South Seas. And nayurai planning to take
care of Sarah. Dr. Thompson has already made amaggs to visit us
tomorrow.” He shook Sir George firmly by the harahd dropped a
brotherly peck absent-mindedly upon Lady Amelialeek. His glance
softened again as he turned back to Sarah.

“Are you ready?” he asked briefly.

She nodded silently, embraced the Dowager agaircantseyed politely to
her brother- and sister-in-law.

The Viscount placed a firm arm beneath her elbow, ashered her from
the room. Lady Amelia watched their departure witme amusement.

“I never thought to see Everett hopelessly in [bBhe looked anxiously
at her mother. “Do you think Sarah wares for hinali®2 She is charming,
but it is impossible to read behind that screepadite reserve.”

The Dowager seemed at her most vague. “Such agitéaand so helpful
with the arrangements for this ball. And so fortienghat Lady Angela
decided to wear pink, don’t you agree? There capnosesibly be a colour
which is less becoming now that she is gettingtie liat.”

She beamed up at Sir George, whose eyes twinktegvdly. “I do believe
that the old Duke of Shropshire is still here, George. | must request
your arm to escort me to him. | have not seen hay this late at a party
since he gave up making a fool of himself overaJiilhrogmorton.”



“It will be my pleasure,” said Sir George. “But esk you wish to offend
all your acquaintances, | should endeavour, matartgok a little less like
the cat who has just swallowed a large dish oWty best cream.”

The Dowager seemed hurt. “What can you mean, Sirge€ It is surely
not my fault that Lady Angela becomes a little §26u

“It seems hardly possible,” agreed Sir George. “Bwbould not put most
other meddling outside the scope of your achievésiden

“I'm sure | don’t understand you.” The Dowagerséawas a study in
innocence. “It is well known that | haven't a branside my head. | am
entirely dependent upon the men in my family.”

“That is certainly well known, ma’am. And for almi@sweek after we first
met, you even convinced me.”

The Dowager Viscountess smiled mischievously.

“Ah, Sir George! | have always said that your tédeare wasted down in
Kent!”



CHAPTER TWELVE

THE MAID BRUSHED Sarah’s hair with swift, efficiestrokes, admiring

the luxuriant richness of the golden- brown cuBlarah stirred restlessly in
her chair, wishing she could break the respectleihse that reigned in the
great bedchamber. Aggie Meadows was still at theder's town house,

and tonight she missed her old housekeeper’s fanaliatter.

It was late, well past two in the morning, and slhight to feel tired, but
sleep had rarely seemed further away. Impressidénheo ball whirled
through her mind in a brilliant kaleidoscope of gea, with the obscurely
threatening figure of Baron Tynsdale running asask dhread through
them all. Silently she debated within herself. Soshe seek out the
Viscount tomorrow and tell him the truth? After,alid she have anything
to lose by such a step? If the Viscount was paa @dnspiracy against her-
-and how absurd that seemed--would he not alreadlgwk of her
connection to the Baron?

The maid tied the ribbons of Sarah’s nightgown,wing a white silk
dressing-gown over her shoulders. Sarah sighedulystas the maid
closed the row of tiny buttons. The memory of thecdunt’'s kisses kept
coming back to torment her and, for at least thednedth time, she wished
that her previous experience of men had beenle Vitider. Her parents
had been dead for more than six years and life tnthdear, unworldly
uncle had not exposed her to many of the lustg@sdof ordinary men.

A wry smile hovered around Sarah’s lips. Brought loy two such
paragons of virtue as her uncle and sister, shenwasgery well equipped
for resisting the appeal of the Viscount’'s expestetmaking. It had not
previously occurred to her--and certainly would eretave occurred to
Uncle Charles--that it was quite possible to faeloaerwhelming urge to
be kissed by a man whose character undoubtedhalgiteat deal to be
desired.

She sighed again as she recalled the sudden texsdeim the Viscount's
expression when they had been alone together ircahservatory. She
remembered the comfort of his arms as she haddregf@nst him in the



carriage tonight. It was simply not possible toide that he was the man
who had callously ordered her death by drowningatever his strange
motives in entering this marriage.

The maid gave a final twitch to the folds of Sasajown, blowing out the
candles set on the dressing-table.

“Do you wish me to turn out the lamps, my lady?"tiVan effort, Sarah
dragged her thoughts back to the matters at hamel s@pposed she ought
to go to bed.

“No,” she said. “I am going to read for a while.”
“Very well, my lady.”

The maid said nothing to indicate her true feeliagsut people who sat up
reading books at three in the morning. After ailifie in service, the ways
of the Quality still remained an absolute mystery her practical
mind. “Good-night, my lady.”

Sarah replied absent-mindedly, and wandered ovethe¢ofire. It was

ridiculous to be out of bed at this hour of theignd, despite the
robustness of her general constitution, probablyeaithy as well. When
she heard a light tap at the door, she would notitatb herself that this
was the sound for which she had been waiting. |

“Who is it?” she called out, as if there were altjuaome doubt in her
mind.

The Viscount came into the room without botherirg @answer her

guestion. He was dressed in along crimson robehwéueept the floor as

he walked slowly towards her. The high velvet qotlml not quite conceal

the fact that he wore no cravat. Sarah staredeah#iked expanse of his
throat in silence; she had never before seen awithout his cravat. He

did not stop until he was so close to her thatstvansdown trimming of

her dressing-gown brushed against the brocadesabhbe.

“Why are you here?” Sarah’s heart was beating sodarously in her ears
that the question sounded scarcely louder thanispeh



“I should have thought that was obvious,” said Yhecount. He seemed
amused.

Sarah turned hastily towards the flickering flanoéghe fire. “I couldn’t
sleep,” she said. Her voice was strangely breahl&3ne’s first ball is
always an excitement, you know.”

“It is so long ago since | was at my first dancatthhad forgotten.” His
voice was indulgent. “Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes, thank you.” She turned round to smile at tshyly. “I hope you
were pleased with . . . everything?” "Not with Bxhing. | found that |
was obliged to spend too much time being politeegpectable dowagers.
It drastically reduced the time | had available-dorefreshing myself in
the conservatory.”

“My lord . ..""
“My name is Everett. Why are you trembling? Are ymid?”
“Yes. | don’t know. | must be cold if | am shivegri

Without saying another word, he picked her up mdrims and carried her
across to the bed. He placed her gently amongatftigidows, tucking the
covers tightly around her.

“Sarah,” he said quietly, and took both her hanetsvben his own. “If you
wish me to leave, | will do so.”

She said nothing, and he leant across the bedyraapther beneath the
weight of his body. His eyes burned with suddersjpms and Sarah was
immediately aware of the answering fire that blazedugh her body. She
tried to steady her ragged breathing so that shghtnmsay something--
anything--to break the spell. He put out a finged atroked the curve of
her cheek and the long smooth line of her throat.



“l think it is already too late for you to send raway,” he said, and his
smile enveloped her in its warmth. “We have beemried for almost a
month, Sarah. Are you ready to become my wife?”

His lips met hers in a fierce question, and shpareded to his kiss without
reserve. Her hands tangled in his hair as she hieddto her, and she
sighed with pleasure as his mouth caressed heatthrer eyes and the soft
skin of her shoulders.

“You are beautiful,” he whispered, and she felt limsthe surging sea of
sensations aroused by his lingering touch. She knew that she had
yearned secretly for the feel of his arms aroundl dued that her body had
ached for a fulfilment that she scarcely understobadrough a mist of
passion she heard his voice, low and urgent.

“Say that you want me, Sarah. Say that you wanasngur husband.” -

“I love you, Everett.” The words were not what died intended to say,
but apparently they answered his question, for wimall cry of triumph,

he gathered her into his arms. Her conscious thsugler hesitations, her
will to resist were all swept away, drowned in thehing wave of mingled
pain and ecstasy.

The first light of dawn was already breaking throwgchink in the heavy
satin curtains when she woke and stirred in hissaifhe Viscount got out
of bed immediately and searched on the floor ferrbke, wrapping her up
swiftly in the soft folds of swansdown.

‘I keep forgetting that you have been ill,” he satédlthough nobody
looking at you now could believe what a scarecranatried!” He touched
her affectionately on the cheek. “Are you too titedalk to me, just for a
little while? | think the time has come to make tagr matters plain
between the two of us.”

She shook her head. She was afraid to speak inheasaice betrayed her
absurd longing to throw herself into his arms ygd#ia. She looked down
at the strong fingers covering her own, and thehkéd hastily away again.
Her previous knowledge of lovemaking might haverblmited to a few

brief lectures from Cassie, but from these shelbathed that gentlemen



had animal passions not shared by ladies. Shelkadeaen informed that
true gentlemen did not expect their wives to respamhusiastically to the
more distressing aspects of married life. Sarah afeeid that she had
already betrayed a serious lack of maidenly modé&itg hoped, by the icy
calm of her manner, to convey to the Viscount tast night's passionate
embraces would never be repeated. She hoped fgrilat the Viscount

would be willing to gloss over the events of thestpiw hours without

further discussion. It would be painfully humiliagy if he felt constrained
to rebuke her. She was deeply relieved when theouist started to speak,
and she realized that his thoughts were centregude other matters than
the regrettably passionate events of the past.night

“While you were staying with my mother, Sarah, Idaaeveral enquiries
in your old neighbourhood,” he said at last. “I kgize for prying into
your past history, but | needed to know somethimgu& the woman | had
married, and you were not very willing to help!ickly learned that your
guardian had been a dedicated minister, admirethdyoor people who
made up his congregation. The churchwarden at &ph8&n’'s is a
garrulous old man, Sarah, and he was proud ofitleewfork performed by
the Reverend Charles Smith. He told us all abogtReverend’s help to
the poor, and about the two young ladies who hardest a school for some
of the children. We also learned that the Revel®@mith came to London
from a parish in Hampshire.” He touched her palkeeg&hgently. “I'm sure
you know already, my dear, that the vicar in Hanmeskix years ago was
a man named Charles Beaufort. He became Charleth $mly when he
arrived in London.”

He raised her hands to his lips and dropped a eémtk into the palm.
Sarah, reflecting on this comforting evidence thatdid not altogether
despise her, almost lost the thread of the contiersaWVith considerable
effort she brought her mind away from the signffica of her husband’s
kisses, and back to the meaning of his words.

“Sarah,” he urged her. “There can be no reasorsifence between us
now. There is no reason for you to struggle to eeahsome small scandal
in your guardian’s past. Lord knows, there are tdwas who do not have
at least one past action we would rather forgeh ¥@ai not trust me with
the truth?”



She hesitated only briefly. For days she had waetarhether to confide

in him, and now he was actually pleading for hastir The urge to tell him

some of the truth was overwhelming. She took a dwepth and spoke

quickly before her resolve could desert her. Heepis had been dead for
six years. How could the truth hurt them now?

“My guardian was guilty of no wrong-doing, my loide merely wanted to
protect my sister and myself from discovery. Myh&atwas a minister, the
brother of Charles Beaufort, so that my name idaat, Sarah Beaufort.
My mother’s story is a familiar one. She fell invéowith my father and
married him against all the wishes of her familyy Frandfather was a
proud and vengeful man, who laid great stone byltweand worldly
position. He was furious at this act of defiancenfrhis only daughter,
especially since she had always seemed a docilegygul. She was cut
off without even the proverbial shilling, and | wrdtand her name was
expunged from all the family records. Luckily, mgthHer was highly
thought of by his bishop and a new position wasitbfor him, well away
from my mother’s former home. We lived very happilya parish close to
my uncle, until my parents died of consumption with few months of
each other. When news of their death was printdadariMorning Post” a
lawyer came to see my Uncle Charles. He was an yerfiram my
grandfather, and he wanted to take Cassie and mile eigh him to be
brought up on the family estates. But Uncle Chahlad been appointed
our guardian by my father, and he rejected the afe@turning us to my
grandfather most strongly. He had heard too males taf unhappiness
from my mother.”

“Was that altogether wise, nevertheless?" asked/tbeount. “I imagine
that your mother’s family would have been able tovle you with many
material advantages that your uncle could not.”

“Uncle Charles never considered sending us bat¢kedamily which had
rejected our mother so callously only fifteen yegamsviously. He believed
his love for us quite outweighed any material adages my grandfather
might have provided. And my father had left suffici funds to see that we
were sent to a good school.”

“| stand rebuked.” The Viscount smiled. “There i3 meed to look at me
quite so fiercely!"



“When Uncle Charles took us to London, he changed name and
concealed the fact that we were blood relationswisbed to make pursuit
a little more difficult, if my grandfather were tgadetermined to find us.
My uncle loved us deeply, but he was dedicatedganvork and he didn’t
want to spend years of his life making formal claifar guardianship. He
knew how much power my mother’ s family could wiefs the Reverend
Charles Smith, he hoped to disappear into the Londowds. As the
Reverend Charles Beaufort, accompanied by two sjdeewould quickly
have been traced by my grandfather. It became decature for Cassie
and me to conceal our origins and our family name.”

The Viscount still held her hand, stroking it aldbewith his thumb. “Am
| to be told the name of the family to which youotimer belonged? Or is
that still to be considered a state secret?”

Sarah tugged at the soft trimming of her gown. &t Ishe raised her eyes
to the Viscount’s face. “My grandfather was Bargm3dale of Greenside.

| imagine that the present baron must be my mathgringer brother. His
age would be about correct.”

The Viscount sprang to his feet, looking at Sarakilent astonishment.

“So that is what was bothering you last night!” he saidndioas he sank
into a chair by the fireside. “Forgive my amazemerad not realized
how accurately you spoke when you described youthens family as
powerful. Old Baron Tynsdale was an important memifethe Prince
Regent’s inner circle of advisers.”

Sarah shrugged. “I hope his advice to the Prince mvare successful than
the management of his family’s affairs. My moth@olse little of her
childhood, but | believe it was extremely unhappliefly because of
Baron Tynsdale’s violent and erratic temper.”

“l did not know him personally,” said the Viscourie was an elderly
man even before | came down from university.”

His expression softened as he looked into Saramsn@ous grey eyes,
shadowed by fatigue and some other indefinable iemotThe present



Baron Tynsdale is not your uncle, Sarah. | am striyave to tell you that
your mother’s brother died five or six years agaihunting accident. It
was much commented upon at the time, since yourdfmtgher was an old
man and the accident left him without a direct h&he present baron is
quite a distant cousin, | believe. | regret thatust be the one to give you
such sad news about your family.”

“I never met my mother’s brother, my lord, or myagdfather, so how
could | feel personal sorrow to learn of their #atn some ways, |
actually feel relieved. My mother nourished tendeemories of her
younger brother, although he was too young to aeyygrandfather by
seeking us out. When | was introduced to Baron dglesat the ball, | was
aware only of a sudden spark of mutual antipatrgmiglad to know that
the Baron is only a distant relative and not myleric

The Viscount walked slowly away from the fireplaaed came to stand
once again by the side of the bed. His face wademdy the shadow of
the canopy when he started to speak. “There isnom@ question that |
have to ask you, Sarah. Why did you not turn torymoather’'s family
when your sister died and your situation becamelesperate? Surely it
would have been better to humble your pride thathtow yourself into
the river? What can your mother have told you, kbdtyou--of all people-
-to believe that the Tynsdales were such mongtetsdeath was preferable
to their protection?”

With a sudden lithe movement, Sarah sprang ouheflted and stood
facing the Viscount. Her voice shook with emotitwit her manner was
calm. “No! Enough! Now it isyour turn, my lord. You have probed into
the story of my life, you have questioned me an@$sed me so thgbur
curiosity might be satisfied. Now it is my turn b® curious, and my
justification is greater, | believe. Why were yoonting the slums for a
bride, my lord? Why did you choose to manng?”

The Viscount turned away, so that Sarah could ngdosee his face. “My
reasons seemed adequate at the time,” he saitlyfirtd turned towards
the fire, and a dying ember lit up the wry smilatttouched his mouth. “I
cannot say that | regret my actions, because dd hehaved rationally |
would never have married you. Can you not accegitithwas a stroke of
miraculous good fortune for us both? You were redcfrom death and



l...” He paused for a moment, then laughed quiéltlglo believe that | was
saved from a fate worse than death, although Indidrealize it at the
time.”

“‘Riddles!” said Sarah scornfully. “You are very eraining, my lord, but
not very informative. It does not please me to fimgself married to a man
who insists that | should be frank, but who himselficeals the truth.” She
tossed her head angrily, and her long hair shimehareund her shoulders
in a golden-brown halo of colour. “You have youfs#own me the way
out of my dilemma. | am not friendless. | am notheut a family to
support me. You speak of the power of the Tynsd&e¢ess you tell me
why you married me my lord, | shall seek the pratecof my mother’s
family!"

“Your threat would be more convincing, madam, itiyaid not deliver it a
scant hour after you have welcomed me into your bast night | did not
find you over-anxious to seek protection from mybeaces!" He seized
her roughly by the arms, forcing up her chin sd the could stare down
into her tear-filled eyes.

“What's the use of pretending?" he said harshlyotYhave asked for the
truth and so you shall have it. | wished to beccen&idower, and |

selected you as my bride because | believed thatwauld die during the
night following our wedding ceremony. | hope, madatmat you are

satisfied with the explanation you demanded.”

Sarah’s cheeks blanched to a colour as pale astilte of her robe. “But
why did you allow me to survive?” she whispered.

“That, madam, is a question | have frequently askgdelf. | have not yet
arrived at a satisfactory answer.”

The door of the bedchamber slammed behind him,Sardh was left to
rejoice in the satisfaction of having extractednirber husband precisely
the information which she least wished to hear.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

BARON TYNSDALE of Greenside, unlike Viscount Blackad, was not
given to displays of temper; His servants, howekeew better than to
ignore even the most softly-spoken of his ordefseyThad learned from
painful experience that a quiet voice and mild neasrcould conceal a
ruthless will and a cold heart.

On the day after the Blackwoods’ ball, word wasfdypassed round the
servants’ hall warning that the master was in a cdd mood and not to be
crossed. The servants scurried about their duti#s silent urgency and,
despite the fact that the Baron never once raised/dice above a low
murmur, each servant dreaded a summons into theerisgsresence.

There was nobody, from the new scullery-boy uph®e butler himself,

who did not feel lighter of spirit when the Baroalled for a hackney
carriage and set off for some unspecified desbtnatcarrying a small
portmanteau. There was a general wish, unexprefsedear of the

consequences, that it might be several days b#ferBaron returned to his
house.

The hackney carried its passenger through the daable streets of
London’s West End, still empty at this early hodrtiee morning, and
crossed over into the City, finally coming to athaltside an old but
respectable warehouse on the fringes of CheapBm#eBaron paid his fare
in silence and entered the gloomy doorway of thidimg. The driver,
wondering idly what a regular swell was doing wegjta warehouse, was
still trotting his horse slowly down the street wheeclerk, hunched against
the cold, emerged from the shadowed door of thiglibgi.

Baron Tynsdale, changed into a shabby black sgifijgure muffled in the
folds of a heavy felt cape, walked briskly past tteekney. He did not
pause to glance at the driver; for the possibitifyrecognition did not
occur to him.

He attracted no attention as he walked at an eaea fhrough the streets
of the City, and only halted when he reached a tardbwn tavern almost



on the wharf of St. Katharine’'s dockyard. Althougbdestly dressed, with
his broad-brimmed hat and old cloak showing comatnle signs of wear,
in this part of town his clothing marked him asteasger. Most of the
other passers-by on the wharf looked gaunt fronordbrunder-feeding,
and pinched by the bitter chill of the March wirlde hurried inside the
tavern, unwilling to call attention to himself dé@spthe pistol he held
ready cocked in his hand. ‘

It was some time before his eyes adjusted to tbenglof the tavern’s
interior. It was difficult, at first, to see thromghe grey fog of smoke
belching out from the fireplace and from the claypes of tobacco.
Eventually, however, his smarting eyes found thennia@r whom he
searched. Without undue haste he got up from lat @e the bench and
strolled over to an old stevedore, whose roundeglch spoke of access to
a more plentiful food supply than some of his nbmlrs.

The Baron stood quietly beside him, saying nothingil awareness of an
alien presence finally penetrated the gin-soakadhlof the stevedore. The
old man peered drunkenly at the cloaked figuredstanclose to the table,
and a cracked grin spread across his toothless.gums

“Got another job for us, guv’nor? Me and Squiffy wa be real 'appy to
'elp you out.”

“I wish to speak to you outside.” The Baron turreed left the tavern, not
bothering to wait and m if his command was obeyEde stevedore
grinned somewhat sheepishly at his drinking comgrai It did not look
well to jump fast to such a softly-spoken suggestiNevertheless, he
lurched to his feet and hurried out into the mibkralrizzle of the March
afternoon.

The Baron offered no word of greeting. “I paid yoaol..dispose...of
something for me,” he said briefly. “You did not go.”

Righteous indignation, mingled with a touch of feappeared on the
stevedore’s face. e

“Yes we did!” he exclaimed. “We took the wench tiglown on to the
embankment, just the two of us. Course, we dida’hér up nor nothin’ on



account of how you wanted it to look like she ddwself in. But we
threw her right out into the middle o’ the rivernd\that’s the 'onest truth,
guv’'nor.”

“But she was not dead when she Went into the rivbe cannot have been,
for | have seen her since.”

“She were as good as dead, guv’'nor, and that’srtitle. Hardly breathing

when we threw her in. Sauk to the bottom like astdAin’'t no way she

could 'ave come out alive. Besides, it's too démpe. She’d have to swim
to get out of the water, and whoever 'eard of agyiimming?" He cackled

nervously, and risked a glance at the face ofdnsetime employer.

The Baron’s face was muffled between the brim efttat and the collar of
his coat. In the misty light of the dockside it wagossible to guess at his
thoughts. “Which is the nearest infirmary to thixki?” he asked.

The stevedore looked at him pityingly. “Ain’t noirethis part o' town,” he
said. “If you're unlucky, somebody might take yaua the workhouse.
That's a quick way to die, if ever you wants one.”

For a moment, it seemed that a flash of interedtflaed in the Baron's
cold eyes, but it might have been no more thaitk ¢ the light.

“Whereabouts in the river did you...dispose...oé thody?” he asked.
“Which would be the closest workhouse?”

“I reckon St. Katharine’s would be as close as’asgid the stevedore.

“You were paid to do a job and failed to do it. €atare that no word of
our-dealings-should ever leak out. | would see tgotliyburn very quickly,

my friend. If you must drink gin, make sure thatdibes not wet your
tongue too much. And thank God that you were névelish enough to

ask my name.” He smiled grimly. “I do not have roammy plans for

those who fail me.”

The stevedore who, from one cause or another, ilad knore men than
he could comfortably remember, shivered.



“It's cold out here, guv’'nor. I'll be getting back me mates.”

The Baron started to walk away. “I gave you twodgol sovereigns to
dispose of my unwanted property,” he said overdhisulder. “I do not
think it would cost me one quarter that sum to hgew silenced
permanently. Remember that fact if ever you shéedd the urge to speak
out.”

The stevedore crept back into the warmth of th& dad dingy tavern. The
noisy shrieks and ribald laughter of his companibasl never before
sounded so welcome.

MRS. GRESHAM RETIED the ribbons on her frilly cafhey were a bit

dirty, not having received the benefit of soap arader since the first of
the month, but Mrs. Gresham was well-pleased viighgeneral effect. She
greeted her visitor, conscious of looking at heryvbest. Despite his
shabby clothes, he was an aristocrat, or she wataken. And it wasn’t

much more than a month since the last lot had amatieg.

The gentleman bowed slightly, and as she sankamntooperly respectful
curtsey, her eye happened to light on the goldeersan, miraculously
resting on the edge of her little table. She lookedat her visitor with
renewed appreciation, but she said nothing abeuttbney.

‘I know you must be a busy woman, Mrs. Gresham| smn’t take up

much of your time.” His eyes slid to the beautdolden coin. “I hope you
will accept a little token of my thanks for the jpelou are going to give
me.”

“It's a pleasure, sir.” She did not bother to adkaivhelp she was supposed
to give. Her hand slipped along the surface oftéide and closed on the
gratifying solidity of the golden coin. “What do yevant me to do?”

“I am looking for a young woman,” he said abruptliess than twenty,
thin, brown hair, grey eyes. She was here aboubrtimago. | expect she
was brought in out of the River Thames.”



Mrs. Gresham was suddenly wary. Two sets of meti &sking about the
same girl. This, surely, would prove in the endooworth more than a
single sovereign. Her expression became blanklittier eyes veiled in
stupidity.

“We have so many young girls, sir. We must haveund dozen of 'em
right at the moment. Why was you particular aboahtng this girl, sir? |

don’t know as how I can bring one special girl tmda We get them fished
out of the river here all the time.”

“I think, though, that you remember this girl,” dahe man and his quiet
voice sent an odd little ripple tingling down MiGresham’s back. “You

see, this girl was removed from here by somebodyerdleman, | think. |

should like to know his name.”

Mrs. Gresham sighed. “My memory isn’t as good aatitused to be, sir.
These young women, they get themselves in the yanaly, and then it’s
off into the river before you can say ‘Jack RobmisdVhy, only last week
there was this young ‘un . . .”

“No doubt this will help to refresh your memoryshall not provide you
with anything more, so you may as well give me ithfermation | am
seeking.”

The matron looked down at the table. A silver craylinted in a beam of
pale sunlight. Her hand reached out to grab iffisgiit into her pocket
alongside the golden sovereign. The two coins naadatisfying jingle as
they knocked against one another. It was a pitysémond offering was
only a crown, but she was too wily a judge of chwato hold out for
more.

“Funny, but it's all coming back to me now. You rbg asking about that
poor child, Sarah Smith. Thin little thing, she ward not even a copper
or two tucked into her petticoats. There was twatlgenen what came here
more than a month ago. They picked her out oféhrerfward and took her
away with old Lizzie. Said they wanted to act ctadoe and provide a
good home for a couple of deserving paupers. Onth@fmen was a
doctor, keen on poking his nose in what wasn't osifiess of his. Made



me go down the ward personal, givin’ all the wondrinmks of water,
although what my paupers had to do with him, @var know.”

The visitor's impatient voice cut across this floafdeminiscence.
“But their names! Did they give you a name?”

“The tall one, he was a Viscount. Blackwood he daginame was. The
doctor was called Thompson, and a toffee-nosedalzhdte was.
Threatening to report my fever ward to the Poor IGmmmissioners! And
after all I done for the worthless women!"

“Let me set your mind at rest. | am confident ttiegre is little chance Dr.
Thompson will wish to reveal his presence here in Ksatharine’s

Workhouse. You may maintain your usual high stathd#rcare without

fear of a visit from the Commissioners. Good evgnio you, Mrs.

Gresham. | am sure that | need not point out tamman of your advanced
intelligence that there is no need to mention ¥is# to the beadle . . .or to
anyone.”

Mrs. Gresham'’s fingers closed round the reasswingothness of the two
coins. She’d known Sarah Smith was a troublemaken the moment the
river scavengers had brought her in. Her apple kshe&retched into an
oddly nervous smile.

“Lor' bless you, sir, my memory’s that shocking,d’already forgotten you
called.”

To her delight, a silver florin gleamed suddenlytbe dusty surface of the
table. “A tribute to your remarkable memory, Mrge€ham. | am sure you
will put it to excellent use.”

The coin dropped into the matron’s capacious pocke¢ shook her skirts
gently and listened to the gratifying rattle of aletipon metal. Four
paupers had died today, as well. With their bualdwances, this was
going to turn out a profitable week. She hardlyigest the soft opening of
the door, and when she glanced up again, her vis#s gone.



Mrs. Gresham sank into the fireside chair and openbottle of stout. She
spread the three shining coins out on her aburldpnadmiring the warm
glow of the gold and the bright shine of the silv8he hoped her visitor
wouldn’t come back. Even for the sake of twentyeseshillings, she was
not sure that she wanted another encounter wittetbhilling grey eyes.

The morning was well advanced by the time Barons@ighe emerged from
the warehouse, his appearance returned to its hatate of unobtrusive
elegance. Despite the lateness of the hour hetédecpassing hackney to
Lady Angela Thorpe’s residence. He seemed untrdubleany thought
that his visit could prove unwelcome.

Lady Angela did not keep him waiting for many miesitafter his visiting

card was handed to the butler. Her curiosity fameighed any scruples
she might have felt at the impropriety of receiviagsingle man in her
private apartments. She tripped into her drawirgyp looking like a

creation in spun sugar under the carefully filtesadlight seeping through
the filmy curtains.

The Baron kissed the tips of her fingers, and mueahwapologies for the

inconvenient hour of his call. “| was desolatedd{.angela, to hear from

Lord Ross that you will soon be deserting us fer pleasures of Southern
Italy. London will miss your presence and I.. .bBBtbe particularly sorry

to see you go.”

“l did not know that you derived such pleasure fratg company, Lord
Tynsdale.” Lady Angela’s poise might have desetied in the face of
Viscount Blackwood’'s defection, but Baron Tynsdalas unlikely to
cause her heart to miss a single beat.

“Our interests have not previously coincided,” stié Baron smoothly.
“Are you quite certain that you wish to go to Italyady Angela?”

She laughed bitterly. “Is there any point in prelieg that | have a
choice?” She' tossed her golden curls angrily. “Yeaw Viscount
Blackwood and his wife at the ball.”

Baron Tynsdale toyed abstractedly with the bladksgrain ribbon of his
quizzing glass. “I feel that you and |, dear Ladyggla, should speak to



one another frankly. It is so difficult to make &neneaning clear if one
persists in dancing round the edge of a problen.usesay that I, for
reasons of my own, would prefer Viscount Blackwomd reduce the
interest he is showing in his wife’s affairs. | ¢ess that it did occur to me
that you might be interested in having the Viscownice again
unattached?”

“Can you doubt it? But Lady Blackwood. What of Hetady Angela
could not conceal the venom in her question.

“I think you may rely upon me to take care of thsdduntess. You will
have to be content to know that in this, my intexyese identical to your
own.”

“All London knows that | wish Lady Blackwood to thaevil. But why
should you care if the Viscount has found himsedf protégée of a pious
parson for his bride?” .

“I find that people and events are so rarely whaytseem on the surface,”
said the Baron conversationally. “I will answer yayuestion by saying

that Lady Blackwood’'s past is not without its piguanoments--despite
the pious parson. | have business with Lady Bladdvahich can better

be accomplished without an interested husbandgersise the disposition

of her affairs.”

He smiled a cold smile that sent an icy trickleeafiotion rippling down
Lady Angela’s back. “Does that answer your question lady?”

She suspected that the Baron wished to pursuaendedtine affair with the
Viscountess, but she did not really care aboutiosives. “Yes, yes,” she
said impatiently. “It is not important why you wigh discredit her. It is
enough that you do. You must have some plan, angpose | am to help.
What must | do?”

“Your role is a simple one, my dear, and | havedoabt will prove quite
pleasurable. | wish you to summon the Viscountdoryside this evening--
and make sure that he does not leave until the ingprham sure such a
task is well within your delightful powers.”



“That is all?” Lady Angela turned away so that @& on would not see

her expression. Not for the world would she haweated the flash of

panic-stricken doubt that assailed her. Would siiebge able to keep the

Viscount’'s attention for an entire night? Angrishe brushed the thought
aside. How could she have allowed her self-confiden sink so low? She
permitted herself a soft laugh. “You have certaialgsigned me a. .
.pleasurable. . . task, my lord. What is your owart in the affair to be?”

The Baron laughed. “Why, | take the counterparty¢or own role, my
lady. | shall be entertaining the Viscountess Blemiid. | am anticipating
an evening almost as pleasurable as your own.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

LADY AMELIA SUTTON parted from Sarah with warm srag and a
sisterly embrace. Their shopping expedition had@a®ff most agreeably
confirming Lady Amelia’s opinion that Sarah wouldope to be an
excellent bride for her arrogant brother. She warcgptive enough to
realize that Sarah’s soft smiles and pleasant asatien masked a lively
intelligence and occasionally sparkling wit. If shiso noticed that Sarah’s
manner was somewhat distraite, and that her eyes wiecled by large
shadows, she was tactful enough not to commerieddsshe concentrated
her conversation upon the fashionable contentsacdls new wardrobe,
and chattered inconsequentially about the succe#iseqorevious night’s
ball. Lady Amelia was fond of her brother and cus@o know more about
the elusive woman who had ousted Lady Angela Théngra favour, but
she was prepared to wait. So she filled the aftarin@ith an agreeably
rambling account of her children’s lively behavipand the improvements
Sir George had recently put in hand upon the Suiioch.

When she finally settled herself back in the comafiole barouche which
had carried them across town, Lady Amelia was sdméwstonished to
realize just how little information Sarah had adiuaffered during the

course of their long and a friendly outing. The R@er Viscountess
Blackwood when informed of this odd reticence, medaughed with

irritating complacency and said, “I told you youwjét nothing out of her.”
And with this undeniable truth, Lady Amelia wasded to be content.

Sarah had not, in fact, been deliberately retieétit her sister-in-law. Her
thoughts, for most of the afternoon, had simplyrbelsewhere. In between
exclaiming at Harry Sutton’s prowess on the crickeld, and smiling
sympathetically at the antics of two-year-old Gegrghe had decided that
the time was overdue to be completely honest wethhlusband.

When Lady Amelia’s barouche set her down in Moutte&, therefore,
she did not wait to change out of her pelisse,shpped into the drawing-
room and sent for Potter to ask where she mighd fime Viscount.
Restlessly kneading her French kid gloves into ghttiball, she
acknowledged that since she had been foolish entauéddl in love with



her husband, he might as well be made aware ofdslings. She was
ready to risk telling him the truth about the frighing days preceding her
admission into St. Katharine’s workhouse, if sucinkness could bring
back the warm glow into his eyes.

In retrospect, her determined silence seemed r&dbésh. If the Viscount

was guilty of complicity in an attempt to murderr hiden he already knew
how she came to be floating in the river. If ther®uld be some other
explanation for his strange behaviour--and how desgply she hoped that
there was--then cloaking her past in mystery cauity perpetuate the
ambiguous relationship that existed between theottePs lugubrious

expression warned her immediately that the Viscowat not at home, and
that he disapproved of the Viscount’s destinatioady Angela Thorpe,

she thought miserably. She walked briskly acrossh& drawing-room

window and endeavoured to look as if the buddingvés on the

rhododendron bush captivated all her attention.

“Did the Viscount leave word as to when he wouldblaek, Potter?” She
hoped her voice sounded sufficiently casual, a#t ifhad slipped the
Viscount’'s mind to remind his wife that he wouldlbte for dinner.

“No, my lady. I'm afraid that | couldn’t give younaexact time when his
lordship is expected home.” Potter pursed his ligs. knew very well

where the master had gone, chasing off in his darijust after That

Woman’s groom had come round with a message. Pb#draccepted
several hot-pressed notes, addressed in a mosarvsigde of violet ink,

during the past two or three weeks and he had pesified to find these

same missives tossed unanswered into his lordsiastepaper basket. It
was disconcerting that this latest letter shoul#ehaent the Viscount
chasing back to That Woman’s side, and just whenwhole household
had thought her influence entirely at an end. Patighed. There was no
understanding how the Viscount could prefer suphiated piece of soiled
goods in comparison with the lovely young ViscosstePotter's stern
expression cracked into an approximation of a smile

“Will you be taking dinner in the dining-room, mgdy? Or would you like
me to have the maids bring you something upstalWs?know that you
must be tired, my lady. If | may be permitted tontien it, we have all



heard what a triumph you enjoyed at the Dowagecdliatess’s party last
night.”

“Thank you, Potter. Has Aggie Meadows been senk lfismm Portman

Square as yet? If she has, | would like her to coméo my room.” She
smiled a little wanly. “You are right. | am tirednd | would enjoy eating a
quiet dinner upstairs.”

A footman arrived before Potter could respond teséhinstructions. |
have a message for your ladyship,” he said, handerga slim piece of
white paper on a silver tray.

Sarah broke the wafer sealing the single sheetpémp and read the brief
message. “Where did you get this?" she asked titenn sharply.

The footman, well trained by Potter, sniffed elaofhe

“It was delivered by a young personage to the lmhak, my lady. | could
ascertain, if you wish, precisely who the persos.iva

Sarah concealed her slight spurt of amusementhwbrca moment almost
overcame her worry. The snobbish instincts of thecdunt's servants
would never cease to amuse her.

“Don’t bother. It's not important.” She turned baicklook at the butler. “I
have to go out again, Potter, but | expect | dalback shortly.”

“My lady,” Potter protested uncertainly. “Will yawot take the time to step
upstairs and refresh yourself? You have been blisftarnoon, and you
are only recently up from your sick-bed.”

Sarah looked coolly at the butler. “I have saidtthamust leave
immediately. Perhaps you would hand me my scarfghonkes? | believe it
is becoming increasingly chilly outside.”

Potter and the footman recognized the unmistakable of authority
behind the crisp words. In disapproving silences butler handed his
mistress her gloves and scarf, waiting patientlylevbhe retied the strings



of her bonnet. When she was once again ready wugdie escorted her
with proper solemnity through the front hall.

As he opened the heavy front door, Potter maddasteffort. “May | call
the carriage, my lady? Or if you do not have tiroewtait for it to be
brought round, | could send one of the footmeretotf a hackney.”

“I am going to walk, Potter.”

The butler watched her brisk walk down the marligaace steps and out
on to the street. The Viscountess turned at the nadings separating the
Blackwood residence from the street, and smilekiirat sweetly. With an
inward sigh, Potter closed the front door. At laastas still daylight and,
with any luck, she would be home again before d&knetimes, just at
moments like these, Potter wondered if he was bewptoo old for the
arduous task of controlling the younger generatbmlackwoods. Who
ever would have thought that the Viscountess, suphle and fragile little
thing, would have such a stiff determination? Rait down on a chair in
the hallway and stared gloomily at his polishedcblahoes. His legs
ached. He was tired.

Sarah walked quickly along the pavement, her fesbst breaking into a
run, although she tried to control such an unl&gylmpulse. Why would
Aggie wish to meet her at the corner of Mount Steeel the old mews that
ran back to St. Peter’'s Lane? What had the oldéi@eper discovered that
necessitated this immediate and secret meetindfddh Sarah was well
used to walking in parts of London far less salosi than this elegant
section of Mount Street, surely Aggie should realpetter than anybody
else why she felt so nervous about venturing otalljounaccompanied.
Even when helping with her uncle’s parish work, ahd Cassie had never
walked out of the house except in each other's @mpor escorted by
one of the solid burghers who worked on the Chigraincil.

She was breathless from hurrying when she readtesthtersection of the
mews and Mount Street, and she paused uncertaihigritracks. The trees
of a nearby garden made this corner darker tharesteof the street. In the
fading light, it was almost impossible to see whaited in the dim
shadows.



“Aggie?” she called softly. “Aggie, are you there?”

“Over here!” The faint, frightened whisper seeme@dme from inside the
yard of the corner house. Annoyed by this excesdisplay of caution,
Sarah walked over to the iron gates, ready to retnate with the
housekeeper.

“Aggie” she said tartly. “Come out from there. Tagnough of this play-
acting. Whatever has come over you?”

Even as she spoke, a dirty hand was placed ovembath, and another
arm grabbed her around the waist. Struggling desglgr she was swept
off the ground and stuffed under the concealingdadf a heavy woollen
cloak. A coach rattled out of the gathering darknefsthe mews, and she
was bundled towards it. Her fingers clawed at thedhwhich covered her
mouth, but to no avail. Defiantly, she bit into thiéhy flesh with all the
strength she had, and his hand jerked away. Qustidycried out.

“Help me! Aggie! Help!”

She could say no more, for the filthy hand was pladhagain over her
mouth, almost covering her nose, and she was thougihly into the
coach, the door slamming shut behind her.

She jumped up immediately and ran across the ftdothe swaying
carriage, pulling at the handle of the door, buthaut success. Wearily,
she sank down into a corner seat, looking up talseeold eyes of Baron
Tynsdale fixed frigidly upon her.

“My dear Lady Blackwood, | am so pleased that yeuaided to respond to
the invitation in my little note. | had been wagifor you to come home.”

“It was all a trick. Aggie didn't send for me,” shiSarah dully. “You
recognized me at the ball.”

“My dear Lady Blackwood, could you doubt it? Yoyspgarance is not
easily forgotten, and | had already enjoyed thasiee of your company
for several days. | found your looks much improvedt, not fundamentally
altered.”



Sarah could not conceal the fear in her eyes, owidcshe mask the sudden
shiver that shook her body. “It was you!” she wheisgd. “You were the
person who arranged for my. . .who tried to havekified. But why? |
was hardly aware of your existence. | did not kribat my grandfather
was dead. | would have made no claims on you.”

The Baron laughed sardonically. “Shall we simply saat | found your

existence . . . unnecessary? | had high hopeghbdever would take care
of you as it did of your sister, but that was robe. Of course, | had no
suspicion of your connection with Viscount Blackwipmo knowledge of

your impending marriage, or | should not have aptisth such a. . .crude. .
. method of disposal. Just how did he come to tyaceto St. Katharine’s,
by the way?”

She ignored his question. Perhaps it was bettéatthim believe that her
relationship to the Viscount was of long standifWyhat are you going to
do with me now? Am | going back into the river wahweight around my
feet to make sure I do not survive?”

"Tut, tut, my dear cousin. That would hardly beu#table end for such a
shining new light upon the social horizon. Besidksre is just the faintest
possibility that your body might be found and idieedl, and that would be
inconvenient for me. | am hoping that we shall beedo come to some
comfortable arrangement, just the two of us. | aking you to my house
in Streatham. It is conveniently close to town, getalso on the route for
Dover. You will perceive that it is ideal for oungpose.”

“I do not know what your purpose is, my lord.”

“I thought | made that perfectly plain the last éirwe were alone together.
Ah! We are entering the village already. The coamhrnas made excellent
time. He is a good fellow, although a little undout his habits. My house
is adjacent to the grounds of Thrale Hall. My motlvas an admirer of Dr.
Johnson and tried to establish a salon to rivalahdirs. Thrale. | am the
fortunate inheritor of her house, but not, | amn#tfal to say, of her
literary pretensions.”



The coach came to a halt and the door was thrown wgthout delay. The
unprepossessing coachman who had seized her int\&on@et now barred
her exit from the coach. An impassive groom sathenbox of the carriage,
pointing a blunderbuss directly at Sarah.

The Baron stepped down into the courtyard and edfehis hand
courteously to Sarah. His manner seemed littlereadtédrom the night
before when he had led her out onto the dance.floor

“Pray allow me to escort you inside,” said the Bart am afraid you will
think my hospitality sadly at fault, but | do asswou that we have done
everything possible to make the house comfortableybur needs. . .
Please take care as we enter the hallway. | thinkousekeeper fears that
| will turn her off if she does not polish the figoto a murderous state of
waxed cleanliness.”

Sarah entered the house lost in a bewildering sensaf unreality.
Nothing could have been more innocuous than therBsrwords and
gestures, yet this was a man who had admittedeémpting murder.

The bemused state of her feelings was not imprdwedhe strange
sensation of familiarity that assailed her sensebhey entered the pleasant
modern hallway. She looked at the white-panelletiswand the window
hangings of striped French blue satin, and knew sha had never seen
them before. The Baron did not allow her much tiime contemplation.
His hand under her elbow propelled her gently Inagtxorably along the
corridor.

He finally stopped outside an elegant, gilt-paintéolorway. Bowing
politely, he indicated that Sarah should precedeihio the room. She had
hardly crossed the threshold before she whirlechaoto face him, her
cheeks blanched to a deathly shade of white.

“This is the room,” she whispered. “This is wher@uyheld me before. |
think | can recognize even the smell of it. Why éagou brought me here
again? How can you hope to keep me confined, wheld Imy butler that

| would be returning within a few minutes?”



Baron Tynsdale shrugged eloquently. “I have takies precaution of
arranging a message to be delivered to Blackwoagselon your behalf. |
do not think anybody will find your absence surms”

“What have you written?” Sarah asked bitterly. “Whas have you told
about me this time?"

“My dear Lady Blackwood, we waste precious momeh&mn confident
that you will now see the wisdom of signing the @apwhich | shall
shortly present for your signature. And as soogaashave signed, | shall
be happy to arrange for your return to the bosoth@Blackwood family.
Indeed, it will be in my interest to see that yoa eeinstated as quickly as
possible. My friend the Viscount is a stiff-necksalt of fellow, and will
not take kindly to a wife who has strayed too Idrogn the nest. | have no
desire to raise unnecessary difficulties in youthpdady Blackwood.
Once you have signed the papers, | shall be happelp you concoct a
suitable fairytale to explain what you have beemgd

“And if | do not choose to sign any papers?”

The Baron sat down on a narrow chair and contergblétie tips of his

fingers. “I cannot believe that you will persistsach foolishness for long.
| need a signature, or proof of your death. Sinde hot feel that it would
be entirely safe to arrange for your death, | nmsist upon the signature.
Why should you choose to remain locked up heregueshing in solitary

confinement, fed upon bread and water, never atedglgertain when |

may decide to cut my losses and make away with yowduld not be the

action of a reasonable woman, and | am sure thaty® anostreasonable

woman.”

“What do you want me to sign? It must be some dasumonnected with
our family. Why are these papers so important oo

“Our mutual and revered ancestor was given to icegecentricities over
and above his addiction to the Prince Regent’'s @mypHe cast off my
cousin, your mother, without a penny and steadfastiused to hear her
name mentioned in his presence. Then his only sah tkaving a wife but
no children. The late Baron Tynsdale did not approivhaving me as his
heir. There was nothing he could do about it, afrse, since | was the



direct descendant in the male line. But his prgpesas not entailed. He
could leave it as he wished.”

The Baron laughed mirthlessly. “You can probablyagime my reaction
when, having taken pains to see that Richard whadkin the hunting
field, | discovered that | had come into an emptlgeritance. The title,
Greenside Hall and the home farm are mine. The Vgstdale estates,
which generate the income that kept all the previbarons in luxury, all
that, my dear Lady Blackwood, belongs to you.”

There was absolute silence in the room for the espdctwo heartbeats,
then a ripple of laughter escaped from Sarah’s higgidly mounting to an
hysterical peak. Abruptly she controlled herselfning her back upon the
Baron.

“You will forgive me, my lord. There is a certairony in your revelations.
| am the heir to the Tynsdale fortune, and yet atim@go | was left for
dead in a pauper’s fever ward.” She swung rounide him. “You must
know | will not sign, my lord. Neither my mother md have ever
submitted well to threats.”

The Baron rose regretfully to his feet. “I trusatlyou will shortly change
your mind, Lady Blackwood. When you have had a t&ud hours for
some solitary reflection, you will perhaps decitlattthere is a difference
between your mother’s decision to defy a father wbsed no real threat to
her happiness, and your desire to defy a man whdhsapower of life and
death over you."

“You must take me for a simpleton, my lord. Whatelappens, you will

kill me. I shall not be safe for more time thanakes the ink to dry upon
your precious papers. Once you have my signatung, skiould you keep
me alive? If you set me free, | can merely retarmiy husband, insist that
the papers were signed under duress, and you eeeagiain deprived of an
inheritance.”

"There is undoubtedly some truth in what you sdthoagh | think it was

unwise of you to point out to me just how littlenave to lose by--er--
disposing of you. But | have a document alreadpared which offers you
complete security. It is on the table over thereuYnay examine it at your



leisure. You will find that it contains a full cagsion of my deeds. You
must understand that although there are some mehdm the homeland
is everything, | am not such a man. | wish to ernjog pleasures of life
rather than its responsibilities. | do not care l&orded estates, or for my
family heritage. My title is useful as a seal o€isbapproval. It is nothing

more to me. | wish simply to have a large enouglonme to purchase the
services and luxuries that | crave. When you siger ahe Tynsdale

inheritance to me, you will see that this docunwrdarantees | will remain
permanently abroad. The quarterly payments fromeitate will be made
to me only on condition that I have not been in IBnd during the

previous quarter. So you see, if you sign thesersagyou will lose some
money but you will gain your life. The Viscount i®t a poor man, my
dear. He is well able to supply you with the tritskggou would like to

have. Why risk your survival for the sake of antolze streak in your

character which should long ago have been brougtiteru control?

Obstinacy is so unfeminine, my dear.”

She did not trust him for a moment, but now it veasential to get rid of
him for awhile so that she could try and assimildite treasure-trove of
new facts which he had revealed to her. She coolcsift truth from lies
while he was scrutinizing her so closely. She rdlutéering hand across
her pale brow, grateful for the fact that her appeee suggested a totally
false frailty of constitution.

“l can’t think any more,” she said in a die-awayic® “| feel so faint, so
confused. Please leave me alone for a little while.

He looked at her suspiciously, not being the sbrhan to succumb at the
first sign of feminine weakness. But there seeme@dvantage she could
gain by being left to a period of solitary confinemy, so he shrugged and
spoke indifferently.

“As you wish, Lady Blackwood. | must take some ebamary precautions
to prevent your escape, however. Would you be gouligh to hold out
your hands?”

“Are you mad?” she asked indignantly, forgetting hese as an invalid.
She remembered just in time, and pressed her fipgeo her cheeks. “Oh,
| must have misunderstood. You cannot mean to éieipt"



“My dear Lady Blackwood, you may hold out your hand front of you
and | will tie them with this cord. Or you may r&tsihe idea, in which case
| shall send for the coachman and between us wedls you up like a
stuffed chicken. Now, which shall it be?”

Meekly, she held out her hands. “Please leave omlowes, my lord. It's
so cold in here without a fire, and the cord chafgsnrists.”

He grunted unsympathetically, but did not insistupemoving her gloves,
binding the cord around her wrists with fierce @éncy. When he had
finished, her hands hung uselessly in front of lable to grasp even
medium-sized objects.

“l think that should control your adventurous gpitiady Blackwood. The
door will be locked, of course, and bolted fromsde. Please do not ruin
the exquisite scrollwork by attempting to force ople door. Even if you
should succeed, which | do not believe is possthlere is a servant posted
outside the door to ensure that you do not prockmdn the corridor. |
shall leave you for a couple of hours while | esindr. Use the time to
reflect upon your situation. Once you have sigedpgapers it will be my
pleasure to bring you some refreshments.” His gatravelled lightly
around the room. “I regret that my housekeeperneagected to provide
this room with a carafe of water. | do hope thai goe not too thirsty. | am
sure you remember from your last visit to us tihaftst is a more terrible
companion than hunger."

She would not let him see how she shivered inwaatijpe memory of her
last imprisonment. “My uncle, the Reverend ChaBesufort, was a very
simple man,” she said. “He believed passionatedy ¢food triumphs over
evil and that in the end we are rewarded for ous & kindness and
punished for our deliberate cruelty. | would ndtelito face up toyour
reckoning, Baron Tynsdale.”

He laughed easily. “It is fortunate, perhaps, thdd not share your uncle’s
simple philosophy. My own is more complex. Howeuaecommend that
you do not waste these next two hours in philossgihand theological
reflection, Lady Blackwood. | am not noted for matipnce.”



The gilt-painted door shut firmly behind him, andieon key grated in the
lock. Sarah was left alone in the cold room, itskdass relieved only by
the feeble flame of one tallow candle.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

VISCOUNT BLACKWOOD struggled to conceal his irriat. He had no
desire whatsoever to be sitting in Lady Angela’skpiboudoir. The
afternoon was drawing to a close and he was anxmusturn to his own
house, ready to enjoy a quiet evening with Saranhaps if they settled
down together to a comfortable family dinner theywd be able to resolve
the many issues still hanging between them. Moptiéysipped at a glass
of champagne, sniffing it suspiciously. Even Ladygala’s crystal seemed
to smell ofNuit d’Amourthis afternoon. He looked up, scarcely managing
to hide his vexation as Lady Angela drifted int@ ttoom. Her luscious
pink-and-white body was veiled in floating layefssemi-transparent silk
chiffon. The Viscount found himself wondering cyally whether he had
already paid for this exotic creation, or whethatttreat was still in store
for him.

Impatiently, he got to his feet. “Angela, | am ed for time this evening.
| responded promptly to your note, since you told that you were in
urgent need of my advice. Could you tell me howalrhelp you?”

With the greatest difficulty, he restrained the uige to glance at the fob-
watch hanging at his waist. “Angela, my dear, weehanjoyed so many
hours in each other's company that | am loath fweap discourteous. But
my presence is required elsewhere.”

“With your wife, | suppose.” The acrid words tumdbleut before she could
bite them back, but she recovered herself instaatig glided across the
floor to him, her arms opening in a ready embrégeerett,” she pouted
prettily, “I wrote to you for a good reason, bunhoat we take the time to
enjoy ourselves for a few minutes before | trouala with my problems?"

The Viscount pressed a dutiful kiss on her paiiegek, but disengaged
himself as soon as he could.

“I have decided that married men have little tiroe énjoyment,” he said
lightly. “My days have been so fully occupied witlsits from my lawyer
and my man-of-affairs, that | am considering hidngself in the country



where they cannot find me. What is your problemgda? If you find
yourself temporarily embarrassed for funds, | sticag happy to fill the
gap until Lord Ross is free to attend to these enaffior you.”

“No,” she said abruptly. “I do not want money. legeyour advice as to
what | should do about some documents which | heaen asked to deal
with." She cast one further look at the Viscountd asaid, almost
pleadingly, "Everett, could we not eat dinner tbget as we did in the old
days, before you were married?”

He did not answer her question but turned away wliteoncealed
impatience, and she sighed. Walking towards the dbe stopped by the
table that held the bottle of champagne and pooavedwo glasses. “I will
go and get the papers from my desk, Everett. Bsit Will you not at least
join me in a glass of champagne?”

He nodded, unwilling to thwart her in this smaljjuest, and joined her at
the table. She lifted her glass in a silent saldtaining the contents at a
single gulp. The Viscount laughed.

“Come, come, Angela! That's no way to treat chanmgd'ou would give
more time to a glass of medicine.”

“I shall watch you drink yours, my lord. | am scalsc in the mood for
sipping wine.”

He complied by taking another sip, and a momentawn creased his
brow. He said nothing, however, simply walking owerthe window and
staring down on to the darkening street. He dresvcilirtains with a swift
movement, sending the room into semi-darkness, thaiked back to
Lady Angela, draining the last of his champagnkeareached her side.

“It is cosier with the curtains drawn. These Maesienings can be gloomy.
Now, my lady, | have to ask you for those papersel®e | shall be forced
to leave you without offering my advice. It is a&dy dark, and | am
overdue at my next appointment.”



She walked hurriedly across to the door. “I willt k@ep you waiting, my
lord. Why do you not sit by the fire in that contldsle chair, and | will
rejoin you immediately.”

He paced restlessly round the room once or twiaesbon sank into the
winged armchair. The heat of the fire was overpawgein this place and
his eyelids seemed to grow heavy. When Lady Angetarned to the
room, she found the Viscount deeply asleep, hisl heléing forward on
his chest in ungainly abandon.

She crept over to his side and touched his hanel.sléeping Viscount did
not stir. More daring now, she touched his chekgkihg it briefly with
her fingers. The Viscount remained dead to the dvoAs a final
precaution, she lifted one eyelid and was hardgeesto contain her
satisfaction when even this did not disturb thecWisit's sleep. She rose to
her feet, tossing the pile of papers indiffererdhto a nearby table, and
turned to leave the room. Her hand was clasped steal grip, and her
waist seized by the Viscount’ s strong arm.

“All right, Lady Angela. Perhaps you would be goedough to tell me
why you chose to drug my champagne? It would beehdtthink, if you
told me the truth immediately.”

“What are you talking about?” She squirmed usejesslhis iron grasp.
“Everett! let go of me! You're hurting my arm.”

“And | shall probably break it if you do not stofaping me for a fool. The
glass of champagne you so solicitously poured outrfe is now soaking
into your elegant curtains. You are dealing witfoamer member of the
Hell Fire Club, my dear. | wasted a great deal gf youthful energies
playing the fool, Angela, and | necessarily learsederal tricks to aid my
survival. | was rendered unconscious by a stiffedok laudanum tipped
into my wine when | was about nineteen, and thek tras not been played
on me successfully since. You surely could not htpenask the bitter
taste merely by adding a little champagne and dgugbur glasses in
perfume? Why is it so important for me to be héis évening?”



‘I don’'t know what you mean,” she said sulkily. “¥dell asleep in the
chair by the fire, and now you wish to make a gregstery out of nothing.
Why should | want you sleeping here in my armchair?

The Viscount spoke slowly. “There seems little craBut perhaps you do
not want me here, particularly, you simply don’stwvime to be somewhere
else. Why, Angela? Why must | be kept under yoar?8y

She twisted in his arms, her eyes blazing with saddiry. “There is no
reason that | know of, my lord. What do | careaiyare bewitched by that
skinny wife of yours--a mere child whom you dragged from nowhere,
just to insult me? | shall be better off with LoRibss. At least he knows
how to treat me, even if he is to old to be mucla tdver.” She tossed her
head angrily. “You are here because Baron Tynsakited me to keep you
in my house tonight. Askim if you want to know why it was necessary. |
was happy to do him the favour.”

He released her so suddenly that she almost fellpidked up his coat,
shrugging into its tightly-fitting sleeves with tlease of long habit.

“Good-bye, Lady Angela. Please do not ring for sboay to show me
out, | know my own way.” He paused, still on thakrof anger then lifted
his shoulders indifferently. “Enjoy yourself in lya my dear. With your
colouring, | prophesy that you will be all the ragghin a month of your
arrival.”

She did not answer, but flounced over to the faeg) pulling angrily at
the bell to summon her maid. The Viscount shutdiwer softly behind him
and, retrieving his hat and greatcoat from thesting place in the hall,
stepped out quickly into the cool March eveningefEhseemed no mason
to look back. Lady Angela belonged to his past.

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, you don’t know where Lady Blackvod is?”
asked the Viscount irascibly. He tried unsuccegstol control a mounting
sensation of fear. “Did she not leave a messagméror indicate in some
other way when she might be returning?”



Potter's expression remained studiously blank. tAsld your lordship

already, her ladyship returned from a' shoppingedkmn with Lady

Sutton, and indicated to me that she would takeetimn her room.” He
coughed delicately. “I apprehend that her ladysiwps somewhat
disappointed to find you gone from home, my lorewdver, before her
ladyship could retire to her bedchamber, a messagedelivered to her.
She went out immediately, my lord, and said tha wiould probably be
back before long. That was two hours ago, my letek ladyship has not
yet returned.”

“Who sent the message? If you do 'not know, go &dnd out who
delivered the note. Which carriage did the Viscesstorder?"

“Her ladyship refused a carriage, my lord. Nor vebsihe allow me to send
for a hackney carriage, nor even a sedan chairw@hesd, my lord.”

“Stop looking so damned disapproving, Potter, and but who Sent that
message. And send in a bottle of burgundy for me.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The Viscount paced restlessly up and down the ldmgry, his thoughts
racing in increasingly narrow circles and his fegd prey to a growing
conviction that by the time he found Sarah it migéttoo late. Too late for
what, his tired brain refused to specify. The s@uafia violent altercation
finally penetrated the combined barriers of thitdng walls and his own
chaotic thoughts. He flung open the door to findlishevelled Potter
attempting to bar the entrance to the library agjam struggling Aggie
Meadows. She, in turn, was obviously using allfesources, physical and
vocal, in order to gain admission to the Viscouprssence. The servants’
battle ceased at the sight of the Viscount, boththeim tumbling into
immediate and slightly incoherent explanations.

“Be silent!" roared the Viscount in exasperatiofotter, | should be
obliged if you would find out the answer to the stien which | asked
earlier. Aggie, what is the problem? You cannotwbraith the butler in
the front hall, you know, even if you are a spedaourite of the
Viscountess.”



Aggie bobbed an apologetic curtsey. Now that she the Viscount's
attention, she seemed willing to return to her udoaile manner. But the
tongue-tied silence she had always maintained ontfof the Viscount
vanished as soon as the butler disappeared robeddin the corridor.

“My lord, | must talk to you,” she said agitatedthe words tumbling out
in her eagerness to speak. “l just got back froemDbwager Viscountess's
house, and my Jem was here, waiting to speak toHe&. been up to
Greenside, and he says it's right terrible up thé&eerybody knows the
Baron is run off his legs, and not a drop of mogeyng into the estate.
Not a repair been made nor a crop planted sincelth®aron died. The
bailiff was turned off, and the new one sent owthale gang of riff-raff
searching the countryside for my Miss Sarah andsMlassie. And now
she’s gone.” The old woman’s voice was drownedtiangled sobs and
the silent tears coursed down her cheeks.

“Every time | leave ’er alone, something happen&tol told 'er it must

be the Baron what stole her away last time, butvah@dn’t listen. And as
soon as my back’s turned, he gets my Sarah adairnér distress, Aggie
reached out and pulled at the Viscount’s sleevau‘Will get her back,
won't you, my lord? You won't let the Baron makeaywith her? If you

talk to Jem, he knows all the Baron’s houses. tiast, the Baron wanted
'er to sign some papers, although of course we 'diimw ’'twas the

Baron on account of he kept her blindfold. Mebberdts still time to get
her back, if she 'as the commonsense not to sitimng”

The Viscount gently pushed the old housekeeper downo a chair in
front of the fire, motioning her to silence.

"Aggie, you must calm down. Who is Jem, and why hast Greenside? |
gather that you are talking of Baron Tynsdale,why should you believe
he has taken my wife? And what do you mean abast time’? You had
better explain everything to me, Aggie, or | candetide if Sarah is truly
in danger.”

The housekeeper smoothed her apron with tremblargih “I'll try and
explain it again, my lord. Jem is my brother. Hedito be groom for Miss
Sarah’s father, and he come with us to London vithergirls moved from
Hampshire with the Reverend Charles. After tho#lains run off with ’er,



and after you brought 'er back to this 'ouse, M8&ah agreed that Jem
should go and ferret around a bit at Greensidesgtowhat was going on
there. | told 'er shdadto do something after somebody kidnapped her and
tried to drown her in the river. And it seemed onbht to start with ‘er
own family.”

“But what are you saying? Surely the Viscountess That is to say, |
believed that Lady Blackwood had attempted to ezrdovn life. Are you
telling me that somebody tried to murder her?”

Aggie sounded impatient. “Of course somebody tteedill 'er, although
she wouldn’t let me tell you about it. Why shouldssl Sarah try to do
away with 'erself? Full of spunk she is, and atlupeto go as governess at
that school in Cheltenham. I did tell "er she wauddind being a teacher
all that special, but she’d set her heart on itd 8avould be 'er first taste
of independence. Miss Sarah was always a clever and her old
schoolmistress jumped at the chance to take hérdmea teacher once the
Reverend Charles was dead.”

“l did not realize that Sarah was so well-prepacethce her future. But if
her employment was to be in Cheltenham, why was rehgining in
London in such uncomfortable circumstances?”

“Miss Sarah wouldn’t leave town until | was fixe@ with a new job, so |
was out every day trying to find another decentgle work. But you're
right, it was a terrible part of town for her tediin, and that curate of her
sister’'s no more use than a babe--and not haégsonsible. "Twas hardly
dark when | got back to the vicarage on the nigithebody kidnapped
Miss Sarah, but there wasn't a sign of ’er, anddin@ate off somewhere in
the parish visiting. He had a meeting or a commifte every night of the
week, that man.”

The Viscount spared a moment of sympathy for thar garate, who had
obviously failed to live up to the high standardd by the Reverend
Charles. “But why do you believe Sarah was kidnd@pehe asked
abruptly. “Forgive me, but how can you be sure #iwt was not overcome
by thoughts of the lonely prospect ahead of her?”



Aggie looked at him pityingly. “All the chairs wepilled over in the front
parlour. | knew she’d never have gone out at nigithout me, not after
Miss Cassie died, so | knew there was somethinggurdook me hours to
get the place straight, that night. But | nevervknehat had 'appened to
my Miss Sarah until a servant came and broughtouad here. That was
nearly a week after she’d gone from the 'ouse,ramdews about her from
nobody. It was as if the ground 'ad opened andlswal 'er up. Half out
of my mind with worry | was, my lord, and that’'dact. Shetold me what
had 'appened to her, my lord, which is how | kndve svas kidnapped.
Two men came and took her out of the vicarage,stuedwas kept locked
up in a room with her eyes covered. No food, oresglof water a day,
which is why she seemed near starving when youdduwgr. Only one
person came near her all the time she was lockedngpit wasn't one of
the men what kidnapped her. It was a gentleman kelpb nagging her to
sign some papers. She never would sign them, aeoGhe knew he was
a gentleman by the way he talked, but she nevehgaface on account of
the blindfold.”

“That is a frightening story, Aggie,” said the Vaamt slowly. “Have you

any idea what this gentleman wished your mistressign? And why do
you think he changed his mind and had her throvm tine river?” Aggie

sniffed scornfully “He knew the Beauforts were ggnimy lord, even if

they weren’t wealthy enough to satisfy old Barom3gale. | reckon he
only waited to make sure none of her Beaufort nedatwere making a fuss
over 'er being missing, and then he didn’t bothernmore about signing
papers. Just had her tossed into the water. He'wasknow that she

could swim. After all, there aren't many young giras can. Nasty,
heathenish thing to do, if you ask me. But MissaBdearned when her
mother went to the seacoast at Brighton. | neveaght I'd be grateful to

that new-fangled doctor who recommended seabatfindgher mama’s

consumption. But it saved Miss Sarah'’s life, arat’tha fact.”

“But why did she not explain all this to me? We Icbhave pursued a
proper investigation with all the resources | htawecommand. Then the
people responsible could have been brought to book.

Aggie looked at the Viscount shrewdly. “She was$wo minds about you,
my lord. She wanted to believe you, but for all &mew different, you
might have been the murderer! ”



“But that is quite ridiculous!” exclaimed the Visoat impatiently. “How
could she have considered such an idea?”

Aggie shrugged. “It's not so stupid, my lord. WHgeswas you wandering
around a workhouse fever ward, unless it was td §omebody special--
and for a reason you couldn’t broadcast to the d@Wiscounts don’t go
wedding women out of the poor- house, anybody kninas”

The Viscount ran impatient fingers through his hand then spoke
grimly. “My selfish desire not to be shown in a baght seems to have had
disastrous consequences. | had better explain uosgmething of what |

was doing. For. . . personal. . . reasons, | wiglbebecome a widower. |

went to the workhouse simply because it was clo$auad and likely to be

a place where | could find a dying woman. It wagseshchance that |

selected Sarah for my bride. Any other woman ctosgeath would have
done equally as well.”

As he spoke, he wondered if the words were whollg.tEven in the dark
corner of the fever ward, Sarah’s ethereal beaaty drawn him like a
magnet. Determinedly, he brushed aside such spmmdaThere was no
time for contemplating the vagaries of fate whikereh remained lost to
him. A sudden panic seized him, a gaping fear daded the prospect of a
life made suddenly empty without the tantalizingngise of Sarah’s smile,
the sound of her soft voice or the feel of her dboay pressed against his
own. With a sharp gesture of his hand, he cut adf thoughts and
dismissed the objections forming on Aggie’s lips.

“No. There is no time to explain further. You mtrsist me.”

Aggie spoke slowly. “I do trust you, my lord, altigh | don’t altogether
know why. ‘Tis certain that you've dazzled my pddiss Sarah. Jem will
help us to track her down, my lord. But we needsbsy fast ones, my lord,
and the money to hire fresh ones when the firggdotired.”

The Viscount pulled at the bell-rope. “Get Jem, dagd curtly to Aggie as
he waited for a footman to answer the summonshéllgirive my racing
curricle. He will have to ride in place of my tiger



“He’s waiting in the stables, my lord. I'll fetclm round to the front of the
house. He knows about horses, and he’s strongprdy And he thinks he
knows where the Baron will have taken her ladyship.

It was Potter himself who answered the Viscountisusions, glancing at
Aggie with stately dislike as she scurried hasfiigm the Viscount’s
presence.

‘I need my driving coat, Potter,” said the Viscautbon't go yourself,
send one of the footmen to fetch it. | want to knawat you have
discovered about the letter which was deliveretth¢oViscountess."

“It was brought to the back door by one of the eororossing-sweepers,
my lord. | sent one of the footmen to find the ladd he’s waiting in the
kitchen if you should care to speak to him.” Thelduhesitated, before
adding carefully, “The lad is a veignorant type of person, my lord. |
could talk to him myself and then send him abosthsiness if you would
prefer not to talk to him.”

“Bring him in here,” said the Viscount decisivelyAnd hurry them with
my curricle, will you please, Potter?”

The crossing-sweeper crept gingerly into the Ifpdaehind a supercilious
footman. A dirty and undernourished body of sometears old, he was
probably as ignorant as Potter claimed. A life aofilled exclusively with
the urgent necessity of procuring his next meal hat left him with
overmuch time for worrying about the advantages iwotellectual
enrichment. However, his native intelligence waghhiand his curiosity
had been piqued by the succession of events whath rharked this
particular day. His blue eyes, gleaming cheekilyhi@ scruffy pallor of his
face, looked up at the Viscount with considerabksaction.

“Bang-up place you've got ’ere, guv’'nor,” he remedkcheerfully. “Never
seen nuffin’ like it, in all me born days.”

“I'm gratified that it meets with your approval,asl the Viscount dryly.
He looked at the thin face and intelligent eyesntturned away abruptly.
“Did they give you something to eat in the kitch®hs



“Eel pie and a plate of cold giblets,” said thessiog sweeper with evident
satisfaction. “And one of the women said | could€aa bowl of mutton
broth if | answered you proper.” '

“You certainly may. But do not think you must invemnswers to my
guestions just to get the broth. | am trying talfsomeone who is.. .lost. .
.and you may be able to help me if you answer fullth If you cannot
answer my questions, just say so. | promise thatsfall still have your
soup.” He looked searchingly at the urchin. “Whae@gou the letter that
you delivered here earlier this evening?”

“It was an ordinary type of cove, not a real gemté@, but dressed warm
and tidy. | see a carriage waiting on the cornghefmews, and | did think
mebbe he was the coachman, 'cept he wasn’t weadriyery. This cove
gave me a groat to take a note to this 'ouse. iBaids a love letter for one
of the serving-girls. | give the piece of paperote of the nobs in your
kitchen, and | saw a woman come out of the 'ougdifteen minutes later,
so | thought everything was all right. | never saino she met, because the
carriage 'ad moved away, round the' corner liket Baard it drive off, so

| reckoned she must "ave met up with ‘er lover. Smray looker she was,
dressed like a real lady with a fancy coat and rfwff.” He looked
anxiously at the Viscount. “l 'ope | done rightr.gFourpence is a lot 0’
money for me, but | wouldn’t "ave delivered the eaft I'd known | was
doin” wrong.”

“There is no reason for you to feel guilty. If yoan remember nothing
else about the man who gave you the letter, | inlly for a footman to
show you the way back into the kitchen, so that y@y have your broth.
You did not happen to observe in which directiom ¢arriage drove off?"

“Well, it didn’t come back past me, guv’nor. Sanust 'ave gone south or
west. And now | come to think about it, the whemlade such a racket it
must "ave driven off at a spanking old pace.”

“Thank you. What is your name?”

“Daniel, sir.”



“Well, Daniel, your information has been very helpHere is the footman
come to take you back to the kitchen, and | hopearitoy me word that my
curricle is ready."

The footman seemed reluctant to speak in the presa&i such a
disreputable urchin, but he condescended to inclme head in
acknowledgement of the Viscount’'s question.

“Your curricle is at the door, my lord. The staldel is walking the horses
so that they will not take chill.”

The Viscount walked swiftly into the hall, snatcpiop a riding crop and
gloves from the waiting Potter. “Daniel has beeraisiderable assistance
to me. Make sure that he is given the soup he wasiped, and a shilling
to makeup for the time he lost on the job."

The footman looked at Daniel distastefully. “Yesy lord, | will see to it.”

But he spoke to the empty air, for the Viscounslpag his arms into his
greatcoat, was already running down the steps amdnto the waiting
curricle. He halted only when Aggie came puffingmd from the back of
the house.

“My lord!” she called out. “One of the kitchen lattsund this note pushed
under the back door. It's addressed to you, my. IBathaps it's from Miss
Sarah!”

The Viscount snatched the note with eager hangpjng open the thin
wax seal and scanning the closely written wordse Tihes of his face
hardened into an expression of disgust, and heyftae reins back into
Jem’s keeping.

“You may stable the horses,” he said curtly. “I Isihhat be needing them
after all.’

“What. . .what is it, my lord?” asked Aggie timidlyhe forbidding scowl
on the Viscount's forehead did not invite questiade looked at the old
servant briefly, before tossing her the letter.



“You may read it,” he said. “It seems neither ofwas fully in my wife’s
confidence.”

Aggie read the letter with painful concentratiaimming after the Viscount
to clutch at the sweeping capes of his coat. “Ng,lond! Don’'t go back
inside. You must not believe it! It's the work oWalain. Miss Sarah never
had so much as a friend that | didn't know aboeit,dlone a lover. She
hasn't run off with anybody, my lord. You must lesie me.” She wrung
her hands together in a desperate gesture of sapiph. “It's a trick, my
lord, to make sure you don’t chase after her uh&t wicked man has got
what he wants from her. Never believe that shetlalyeyour trust, my
lord. She’s crazy for you, eating her heart outyfour attention, and that’s
a fact.”

The Viscount slowed to an uncertain stop. “But ethencrossing-sweeper
thought he was delivering a love-letter. And hedsahe went quite

willingly to the assignation. If only we knew onaather better!” The

exclamation was made almost to himself. Reluctahiyturned round and
called back the departing Jem.

“Very well, Aggie. I'll take your word for it thathe letter is a forgery. If
the Baron is as unscrupulous as you believe hitretd suppose a forged
letter would rank low on his list of iniquities.”éHsprang up on the driving
seat and accepted the reins from a stable-boy. fgVbleall we go, Jem?
Your sister thinks that you can assist me to tragavife.”

“‘Aye.” Jem’s voice still retained the soft burr dhe Hampshire
countryside. “I checked the Baron’s town houseaalye my lord, and he
isn't there. The only other place he’s got closeush to town is a little
property in Streatham. He inherited it from his hestand keeps it up as a
country retreat when he wants to get away from tdowna few days. |
know exactly where it is, and | reckon it would perfect for keeping
somebody prisoner. And near enough for the Bararotoe back to town
very day, if he doesn’'t mind a bit of rough ridirigis only eight miles
from town.”

“So we shall try the Streatham house first. Fortelyait's a good road and
a fair night. We may be there within the hour. Sthack from their heads,
Aggie! I'm letting them go!”



Aggie crouched back against the railings, and weatdhe curricle speed
into the distance. Now there was nothing to do pke&it--and hope. She
sighed. She seemed to have been doing a greabfdkaping these past
few weeks.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

BARON TYNSDALE of Greenside welcomed the Viscoumtoi his small
drawing-room with every appearance of delight.

“My dear sir, this is an unexpected pleasure! Ifi ymve not dined, may |
offer you some refreshment? | always bring my ahgffrom town with
me, so you need not fear you will be subjectedgasironomic horror.”

“No, thank you. | did not come here upon a socisit/

“But my dear friend--we are such old acquaintanites | feel | should
claim you as a friend, do you not agree?--I1 didfoobne moment imagine
that you had driven all the way from town merely éngage in the
exchange of social pleasantries. But surely yowinass, whatever it is,
can be better discussed over a glass of wine diegvachoice dishes of
food?"

“I think not, Tynsdale. | have come about my wife.”

“Ah yes! The lovely Viscountess. But please, | mumsist that you sit
down.” The Baron disposed himself on an elaboragehproidered chair,
and appeared to lose himself in the contemplatioa Bragonard portrait
which hung over the mantelpiece. “Exquisite pie€avork, is it not? It
reminds me a little of your dear Viscountess our. er. . _ mutual
kinswoman.” “So you do know,” said the Viscountithwut turning to
look at the painting.

“How could you doubt it, my dear fellow? | imagitieat the Viscountess’s
startling resemblance to her late mother will u#ttely jog quite a few
memories among our acquaintance inttaat ton But | am quite prepared
to acknowledge the relationship long before tonduegin to wag. There
was really no need for you to come scrambling dubwn just to reassure
yourself upon so minor a point. | imagine that wdsy you decided to. .
.ah . ..pursue me to this country cottage?"



“Streatham is less than eight miles from Mount &tr&'ynsdale. That
hardly constitutes a journey from Land’s End, yowk. However, | have
not come to discuss my wife’s connection to youmifg. | have come to
ask your assistance in helping to find out whereisH

The Baron’s expression hardened immediately, batMoice remained

bantering. “My imagination quivers with questiorssta how you came to
lose her, my lord. But | assure you | am the lasspn to have any special
knowledge of her whereabouts. As you must knowtamirbetween your

bride and my family has been non-existent. Untd tall given by your

mother, the Dowager Viscountess, | had not even thadpleasure of

meeting my cousin.”

The Viscount rose to his feet and paced restlegstyt the room. “We can
fence, Tynsdale, all night and eventually | shalldonstrained to come out
and say what | think. | believe that my wife hagmeabducted, and that
you are holding her here against her will-as yaliatice before.”

The Baron looked distinctly ruffled. “My lord, | Wimake every possible
allowance for one who must be suffering under aersible anguish of
mind. However, you know that | cannot allow you meake such
accusations and leave them to pass unchallengesk you to accept my
sympathy in your unpleasant task, but | must alslo you to leave. |
understand the urgency of your mission and why feeli that you do not
have time to dally taking refreshment.”

The Viscount laughed softly. “A worthy try, Tynsdalbut such bluster
will not suffice, | am afraid. | am going to seartttis house for my wife,
and if | cannot search it with your permissionh&k do it without.”

“You are very bold, my lord. | am amazed that yoould take such risks
with an outright villain like myself. Are you nofraid that | shall summon
my servants and have you done away with right barthe middle of the
drawing-room carpet?"

“No,” said the Viscount softly, completely ignoririge heavy sarcasm of
the Baron’s questions. “There are two very goodaoraa why | shall be
allowed to leave this house unharmed. The firssageds that my groom
remains outside hidden from your servants and heawmed, of course.



He knows exactly why | am here, and if | do nouretwithin the next

fifteen minutes or so he will ride back to the GaidSun Inn where | have
several local labourers just waiting to come amd fime. Secondly,

whatever your plans were, they have not succedgigdif you retain any

hope of getting out of this scandal alive and vsitifficient reputation left

to make existence in the civilized world tolerabteen you need my
goodwill in hushing the matter up. Are you prepat@thke me to my wife
now, Baron Tynsdale?”

The Baron walked slowly towards a console tablthatside of the room.
“You do not seem to leave me much choice,” he said.

“Even less than you imagine,” said the Viscountjo “I should not try
to open that desk drawer if | were you, for if yiown round you will see
that | am holding a pistol and it is aimed in yalirection.” He smiled
apologetically. “It has a hair trigger, you knowydal should not like my
hand to tremble.”

The Baron shrugged. “You may go where you pleaselomd.” | imagine
you do not require my escort?”

“I think, on the whole, that | should feel saferhtave you in front of me
rather than at my back. Perhaps you would pickrupxra candle in case
the servants have not yet lit the lamps in theaigstooms?”

The Baron picked up a small candelabra and walkgecobthe drawing-
room in grim silence. The Viscount walked steadighind him, flinging
open the doors of the empty rooms and calling awal8s name. He would
not allow himself to think of the consequencesafah could not be found,
or how he would apologize to the Baron if his sogpis should prove to
be unfounded. The Baron walked in the directiothefgreen baize service
door and quickly the Viscount called him back.

“I think we will check the bedrooms before ventgyimto your kitchens,”
he said. “Perhaps you would be good enough totleaday.”

The Viscount sensed the moment of hesitation inB&en's manner and
he felt a flash of triumph that the facade of calomdescension had finally
been pierced. There was no doubt that Baron Tyaesdadotsteps slowed



involuntarily as they neared the upper floor of theuse. The corridor
upstairs was brilliantly lit, but most of the roontey in shadow. The
Viscount went from one bedchamber to the nextjmgabarah’s name and
listening for any sound, however slight, which wbuidicate her presence
in the darkened rooms. Most of the doors were Wadcbut they finally
reached a dim corner where they found a burly nraasé standing
propped against the lintels of an elegant powdee-dbor.

The servant straightened as his master approabheahatever words he
had meant to speak faded into silence as a glearanafielight fell on the
pearl handle of the Viscount's pistol. The Viscogastured to the servant.
“Stand next to your master. And keep your hand$ront of you.” He
reached for the doorknob even as the servant lwediderthe Baron’s side,
twisting it with mounting fury as it failed to givender the pressure of his
hands.

“Sarah!” he called out. “Stand away from the ddahall be with you in a
moment.” There was no sound from inside, but he suas he had reached
his objective, and he seethed silently at the thbwd Sarah--his wife--
bound and gagged, unable to respond to him.

“You may unlock this door,” he said to the Baroar f shall kick it down.
And if that proves too difficult to do, remembeiati shall shortly have
several stalwart labourers arriving to help me intask.”

“I do not have the key,” hissed the Baron. “Thismohas never been used
since my mother died. You may try to kick it dovityou wish.”

“I am becoming angry,” said the Viscount conveimaaily. “And when |
am angry, my hand trembles uncontrollably. It woloéd . . distressing.. .if
there should be a tragic accident here before sodyeands me the key.”

The servant looked nervously at the Baron befoaehiag hesitantly into
the pocket of his jerkin.

“This here’s the key,” he said gruffly. “There dimiothin’ worth getting
killed over.”



With slightly unsteady fingers, the Viscount fittdie key into the lock.
Remembering the way Sarah had looked when he fdwerdin the
workhouse, he dreaded the sight of her pale fadecexl once again to
abject terror. Angrily he ordered the Baron to dtéack and thrust open
the door with the heel of his boot. Their candleniinated the bare room,
flickering over the undisturbed cover of the bedl déime pale blue of the
carpet. A faint smell of burning hung in the aindaa few ashes stirred in
the draught from the newly-opened door. Otherwigerbom could have
been unoccupied for months as the Baron had claimed

With an exclamation of disbelief, the Viscount tsirtback the curtains of
the bed and then pulled at the draperies covehaegvindow, expecting to
see Sarah’s huddled form behind every fold of cloth

“Sarah!” he vyelled, rage and fright making his ‘eicalmost
umecognizable. But no answering murmur came back fthe empty
room. Silently, he acknowledged the truth. Sarak nat here, and he did
not think she was anywhere in the house. Lost @gordusion of unhappy
feelings, he failed to observe the astonished gkrexchanged bv the
Baron and his servant. Listlessly, the Viscount @chhis gun to indicate
that they should precede him out of the room.

“Stay down here while | search the attics,” he sadagely. He would not
find Sarah up there, and he knew it, but some lstodadetermination
forced him to carry the search through to its lagjiconclusion. The
contents of the note brought to him by Aggie jusfiobe he left, now came
back to flood his mind with revulsion. He glancetihndesultory uninterest
through the servants’ bedrooms and storage quant¢he attics, and then
rejoined the waiting Baron filled with a corrodisgnsation of disillusion.
The alternating hopes and fears of the eveningnéidahim of the capacity
for constructive thought, and now he could onlyl fe@row for the brief
glimpse of some emotion--he hesitated to callvetlewhich he had shared
with Sarah. Even the awkwardness of his posititsia-vis the Baron
failed to excite any very strong emotion. He cotlithk only of Sarah,
presumably now luxuriating in the arms of her unknolover as their
carriage hurried them to a secret destination.

A convenient numbness protected him from the mosteasensations of
embarrassment as he returned to face the Barooffel@d his apologies



for the intrusion into the Baron’s house with fotndggnity, expecting--
almost hoping--that the Baron would demand satisfacfor the insults
offered to him. But even this relief was deniedhim. Baron Tynsdale
accepted his stilted words of apology with blandd&scension. '

“My dear Blackwood, | quite understand. Or at lea$t| do not
understand, | can sympathize with your present piyaituation. Lady
‘Blackwood is my kinswoman, even if she is not weknowledged as
such. Let me assure you, my dear fellow, that Il sikamy utmost to assist
you in hushing up any. . .er. . .scandal that mesult from Lady
Blackwood’'s unexplained absence.” He escorted tiseount politely to
the front door. “Pray do not let me detain younbw you must be anxious
to turn your search in another direction. Perhapshe house of some
younger man . .. ?"

The Viscount gritted his teeth at the unspokenlinspringing back up on
to his racing curricle in bleak silence.

“Forgive the intrusion,” he said again brusquelyd @ahen set his horses in
motion with a vicious flick of the whip that wagerly out of keeping with
his normal calm and expert handling. Jem clungoonig perch with silent
desperation, glad that the chill night had left tbad almost deserted. He
would not fancy tearing through the main streeths village with the
Viscount in this reckless mood.

The words of Sarah’s note--there could no longemaiy doubt that she
was its author--drummed through the Viscount's mimthideous rhythm
with the beat of the horses’ hooves. “Do not tryfited me,” she had
written, “because we plan to leave for the Contir@nthe first available
packet.”

Briefly, he allowed himself to meditate on the figlof women’s nature,
marvelling at the inborn female capacity to act auble. Angela, who at
last stood revealed to him in all the meannessphiercenary nature, was
the soul of honesty when compared with the falsagenof awakening
innocence so artfully projected by Sarah. Unwillnchis thoughts flew
back to one night they had spent together, relidirghours of passionate
love-making. It was hard not to laugh out loud ¢ tepths of his self-
deception. While he had imagined that he was tmgaSarah into the



delights of physical passion, in reality he himdedfd been subjected to
expert deception at the hands of a woman alreagherenced in the

manifold ways of pleasing a man. Deliberately htuted himself as the

horses galloped recklessly through the night. Hoanynmen had lost

themselves in the enchantment of Sarah’s slim bétiy? many men had

been deceived by her soft cries of pleasure, hemumed words of shy

affection? His hands tightened on the reins, jerkivem back with a harsh
movement, causing the horses to rear as the b#satdhe softness of their
mouths.

Wearily, the Viscount allowed the reins to slacksinyuggling to bring the
spirited horses once again under control. He weasgld at the small tussle
with the animals, almost glad to hear the frightemgake of breath from
the silent Jem, perched on the back of the currithe need for physical
action released his brain from its sickening stleigtp reconcile his
memories of Sarah with the harsh reality that neensed to be taking
shape around him. Angrily he concentrated his thtaign the road ahead.
There must be no more jabbing at the horses’ mouths

There was no disguising Jem’s sigh of relief whHendarriage plunged to a
standstill outside the house in Mount Street. Tmetween admiration for

the incredible skill with which the Viscount hadniled the reins during

the latter part of the journey, and abject terreerathe speed with which
they had hurtled through the night, Jem was anxiouget the horses
round to the stables and recapture his nerve bé&oneg his sister with the

news that Miss Sarah had not been found. Jem,uséephad no idea what
the Viscount had learned at the house of Baron dales But whatever it

was, it required no genius to see that the infolomatad been far from the
Viscount’s liking.

With the ease of long practice, Potter caught tleeeg and riding crop
hurled at him as the Viscount walked in. He watctiedViscount’'s angry
progress into the library with secret dismay. Isveae thing for his master
to storm about in a rage, it was quite anotherhfor to show such tight-
lipped, harsh despair. Potter hurried into thehdtes and returned with a
decanter of the best brandy and a large glassoéleit straight in to the
Viscount, who poured out a generous measure asddasoff with a rigid
concentration of energy. He looked up and saw thiteebwatching him
with worried disapproval, and a small smile twiskasl lips.



“You’d better get out of here, Potter, and tellttdamn valet of mine to get
himself to bed. | have every intention of stayirggehuntil I’'m too drunk to
move. You can come in and shuffle me into bed teavormorning. Now
get out, and don’t come back in.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Potter closed the door quietly behind him, an apgmsive frown

wrinkling his brow. Even when the old Viscount hdidd and the terms of
his will had been made known, the new Viscount mad been this
distraught. He spied Aggie Meadows, standing unag@yt in a corner of

the hall, and in his anxiety, he overcame his r@t@uctance to confide in
an outsider. “He’s powerful upset,” said Potteretjy. “Didn’t say one

word to me, except that | was to get out and noback in. Whatever do
you think has happened?”

Aggie shook her head in despair. “Jem says he dateof the Baron’s
house like a madman. But there weren’t no signglisé Sarah. Oh! Why
doesn’t he go and look for her somewhere else?v$éars rolled down
Aggie’s wrinkled cheeks. “Some ruffian 'as got hard the Viscount isn’t
going to lift another flinger to find her. What wida'’t | give to know what
that Baron Tynsdale said to set him off the scent!”

A faint knocking at the door interrupted the setsaagitated conference.
“Now who can be calling at this hour of the nighPStter muttered as he
hurried off to open the door. “Best get back to Kitehens,” he said to
Aggie. “Don’t want to have people wondering why yeuhere in the

hall.”

Potter opened the door, his manner at its moststea@il. At the sight of
the visitor, however, his mouth dropped open inigméied astonishment.

“My lady!” he exclaimed, and then as the full exteri her bedraggled
condition dawned upon him, he exclaimed again, “@i,lady! Whatever
has happened to you?”



Sarah walked slowly into the hall, trying to gathesr torn and dirty
clothes around her. Some pieces of grass clungediém of her gown,
and her eyes were bruised with fatigue.

“The Viscount,” she said unsteadily. “Where is hetust talk to him.”

Aggie ran forward from the corner of the hall, amdted a proprietorial
arm around her mistress. “First you're going to,bag lady, and then you
can do your talking.”

“No,” said Sarah, obstinately, although she swagedshe tried to stand
alone. “I must.. .see. ..the Viscount. It's timéold him the truth. | was
blind--foolish beyond belief--not to realize thatias Baron Tynsdale who
kidnapped me before.”

Potter made a warning gesture to Aggie behind Salzdck, and Aggie
subsided into an uncertain silence.

“The Viscount is in the library, my lady,” said thetler formally. “If you
would care to join him there | will bring you somafreshment. Some tea,
perhaps, and some bread and butter?"

“Thank you.” Sarah smiled at him gratefully. “Gostipirs, Aggie, | will
talk to you later.”

Potter rapped gently at the library door. It had lm@en more than half an
hour since he left the Viscount alone with the drarbut at the rate his
master had started to consume the spirits, it waglifficult to guess what
sort of scene might meet the Viscountess'’s eye.

There was no reply from within the library, and ggnly he pushed open
the door. The Viscount was sprawled in the old &maircat the side of the
fireplace. His cravat hung loosely around his nemigd the once--full
decanter of brandy was almost empty. He held hislfi@upped round the
bowl of the brandy glass, and stared broodingly the depths of the fire.

He heard the creak of the door as it opened, argpblke without looking
up from his contemplation of the flickering tongudglame.



“Get out! ” he said briefly, without inflection. d&er moved hesitantly into
the room, uncertain how he should attract his nmasa¢tention.

“| said you were to get out, and stay out.”

Sarah walked forward into the candlelight, and &dtded tactfully from
the room.

“Everett,” she said softly. “| have come back.”

“Sarall” The Viscount sprang to his feet and strode actbe room to her
Side. “Sarah!” he said again, as he crushed henstgais body, wrapping
her in his arms as if he could not fully believe tiality of her presence.

She swayed against him, exhaustion and hungerttergas she received
his kisses with passionate abandon. Her lips trechisbftly against his
face, and her long lashes closed in a dark swe®ssber cheeks.

Suddenly he pushed her away from him, thrustinghlisds through his
hair, then crossing the room as if to put as muaysigal space between
them as possible.

“Why have you come back?”, he asked cynically, @ltih his voice was
not yet entirely steady. “Has your lover abandoyed already?” Cruelly,
his eyes raked her dishevelled form. “Lud! You @ to have played your
cards very intelligently, my dear. You look as ibw have had
an...arduous...journey back to my house!"

"Everett," she said, in a voice made colourlesfabigue, “| am too tired to
unravel your mysteries now. Do you not wish to helat has happened to
me? | thought. . .” Her voice broke on a small, 8reced sob, “For a
moment, | thought that you were as pleased to sebank as | was to be
here.” “Very affecting, madam. But even your skidls an actress, great
though they are, cannot quite persuade me to fotget graphic
descriptions contained in your letter of farew&lbu cannot write in the
afternoon that you are going to join your loverdaihen expect your
husband to receive you with courteous smiles anchwambraces when
you return in the evening.”



“l see. The Baron has been even cleverer tharédgasaid Sarah quietly.
“It would be useless to protest that | have no Kedge of the letter you
speak of, | suppose?"

The Viscount was saved the necessity of replyinthbyentrance of Potter,
carrying a large silver tray, amply spread withea service, cups and two
tempting plates of thin bread and tiny cakes. Heed the tray on a low
table, and smiled at Sarah with warm approbation.

“You must sit down, my lady. If you will pardon thiberty, | must say that
you appear quite done in. The tea will refresh yay, lady. And Mrs.
Meadows is waiting for you upstairs, whenever yoghwto retire.” He
smiled at her again, resisting the urge to placavamcular and reassuring
arm around her fragile shoulders, and once agaimdvaw discreetly from
the room.

The Viscount laughed harshly, goading himself tack and cover the pity
he felt welling up inside him.

“I am amazed you had so little success with yoweiolf you can even
wrap Potter around your thumb, | would have thoughtordinary man
could fail to be enslaved forever.”

“There was no lover,” said Sarah listlessly. “Wowtili care for some tea,
my lord? Perhaps you might care to hear my storgndhough you are
determined not to believe me.” Her voice broke osnall attempt at a
laugh. “I suppose you are not planning to cast mom fthe house precisely
at this moment?”

She reached out her hand to offer the cup of teaa$the Viscount came
over to take it from her, her hand wavered in aater pattern, spilling the
tea down the side of her dress and onto the pssel@busson carpet.

“Forgive me, my lord,” she whispered weakly, andingpled into an
unconscious huddle on the arm of the chair.

With a few swift steps, the Viscount was at heresitesting her head
against his arms, and murmuring words of endearmémher hair.



“Sarah, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean it. Can you noed@at I'm half out of my

mind with jealousy? | have worried so much as temhyou might be.”

He smoothed the hair out of her eyes, watchingldsperate pallor of her
face, and reached for her wrists, anxious to chafecold hands back to
some semblance of warmth and life.

As he touched her wrists, he felt a stickiness a#imthe soft frills of her
sleeves and, overcome by a sudden fear, he pustogdlie thin fabric of
her gown. The raw, burnt flash of his wife’s hatalg exposed to his gaze
the remnants of cord still bound and knotted arohedwrists. In silent
horror he ran to the door, calling out for Potteiha went.

“Oh my Gawd!” For once, Potter’'s habitual dignitgtieely deserted him
when he saw the state of Sarah’s hands, and hggdcuvisibly to regain
his composure as the Viscount barked out his orders

“Get the Meadows woman in here right away! Andtbe¢ she comes with
water and clean dressings. Send one of the stalbléshto fetch Dr.
Thompson. Make sure that the doctor realizes thiggent. That he must
come at once.” He held some of the rapidly coolieg to Sarah’s lips.
“Come, Sarah,” he said gently. “You must try anthklr You will feel
better once you have taken something.”

He held the liquid against her lips, remembering tither occasion on
which he had tried to force life back into her umstious body. The sights
and smells of the workhouse seemed to rise updkechim, and he had to
struggle to put the vivid images out of his minénderly, he trickled the
liquid down her throat, sighing with relief whenrheyes opened and
looked at him with full recognition.

“The Baron,” she said urgently. “It was the Barohoatook me. This time
andbefore, when they tried to drown me in the river.”

“I understand,” said the Viscount. “Here. You mdsink some more tea
and not try to talk any more. Aggie is coming tad€o your wrists and
help you upstairs to bed.” For a moment his expprassardened into its
previous lines of uncompromising fury. “How didhappen, Sarah? Did
the Baron do that to your hands?”



“No.” She tried to keep her voice light. “I didtd myself. The Baron tied
my hands so that | would not be able to escapehBUgft me one candle--
there was a document he wanted me to read--sanetuhrough the cord
he had used to tie me. It caught fire, and forwva feinutes | could not

control the flames. But once my hands were freg¢hef bonds, it was
simple to extinguish the flames, and quite easgfitob out of the window.

The house is old, and there was no glass, only emastutters which were
bolted on the inside.” A faint smile lit up the exfstion of her face. “The
Baron clearly did not expect me to go adventuring,the windows were

not barred and it was not difficult to climb outmify prison. | pushed the
casements shut behind me, since | hoped to detaBadihon’s pursuit long
enough to run down to the village. There was adrohsestnut tree growing
right up against the house, just waiting for sonagbio climb down it. But

| suppose the Baron felt quite safe once he hadntie up. It would have
been impossible to climb down the tree with my l&ahdund against my
body.” She laughed a little tremulously. “It wast muite as easy as I'd
hoped, even with my hands untied. But it is amaziog panic lends a
spur to one’s heels.”

Silently, the viscount raised her hands and exasnihe broken finger-
nails and cut flesh of her palms. His lips tighnbut he said nothing
about her story.

“Don’t talk any more,” he ordered. “You must reldere is Aggie, who has
come to take care of you. When you have slept,carutell us how you
managed to get back from Streatham.”

A ghost of a smile hovered around Sarah’s mouttwdlked back from
Streatham, my lord. Seven miles is nothing to antgu parson’s
daughter.”

An indefinable expression flickered across the ¥dist’'s stern features,
but again he said nothing. He raised her injuretibdo his lips and gently
pressed a kiss against the finger-tips.

“I have to go out, Sarah, but Aggie will look afigyu and Jem shall spend
the night outside your bedroom door. You have mgho fear, my dear.
Only Dr. Thompson will be admitted by the servamsu may rest easily,
Sarah.”



“I wish you would stay.” In her weakness, she coutd avoid letting the
words escape.

His arm rested lightly on her shoulders, and heddsher hand again,
oblivious to the presence of the servants.

“I would like to stay with you, Sarah, but | canndhere are. ..pressing
matters. . .which require my presence elsewhere.efiire household is at
your service, my dear. Do not hesitate to commahnatever you need.”

“Thank you.” She turned her face away, so that belévnot see the hint
of sadness she could not conceal. The Viscount kiras to hen, and
undoubtedly sorry that she had been hurt, but nough to cancel his
pressing engagements, She thought of Lady Angelarp€h pink and
opulent as she had been at the ball. There waspe &f competing with
such expert voluptuousness, and she almost wisla¢dhe had never been
informed of Lady Angela’s role in the Viscount'deli She could not
suppress a quick sigh. Perhaps one day there vibeudthildren to care for,
sons and daughters of the Viscount on whom shedcexpend her deep
store of love.

She could not lose herself in these mournful réfes for long. She could
sense the Viscount's impatience to be gone andeAdgscended on her in
a swirl of clucks and exclamations of concern. Basmiled wanly, too
exhausted to protest at Aggie’'s determined cosge8he was glad when
the Viscount made a move to leave almost as sodwggie started to dress
her hands. She felt in danger of fainting agaim laad no wish to exhibit
such weakness in front of her husband. The Visceast her one final
searching glance before bowing politely from therhay. “I know that |
relinquish you to good hands. | am sorry that | aforced...to leave you.
Take great care of her, Aggie. | shall see youalgafirst thing in the
morning, when | can be sure you are rested.”

She tried to ignore the agony of Aggie’s touch upenburned hands and
managed a faint smile. “If you can breach the bade of my, devoted
nurses, sir, | shall be happy to welcome you.”



For a moment the Viscount hesitated in the door iarsgemed that he
might, after all, decide not to go. But the mompassed, and pulling on
his gloves with brisk decisiveness, he stepped iotd the darkened
hallway.

Finally at liberty to relax her control, Sarah threne apologetic glance at
Aggie before sinking back into the blissful oblimiof unconsciousness.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“HER LADYSHIP is sleeping, my lord.” Aggie plantdaer wiry figure
uncompromisingly across the entrance to her msgdsgedchamber. “She
needs all the rat she can get, with that wickedicoaf hers still out to get
her. Besides, it's four o’clock in the morning, whiis a heathen time to be
waking an invalid.” She glared belligerently at tlsdent Viscount,
ignoring the sheepish squirmings of Jem, her brothbo remained at his
guard post outside the bedroom door. “Who’s goimgrtotect ’er, if |
don’t look out for ’er, that's what | want to knoiv?

“Your concern is very touching, Aggie,” said the s@ount dryly.
“Although | think | liked it better when you wereare obsequious. But
since | have already slain the dragon--metaphdyispleaking--do you not
think | might now be allowed to cast an eye upangleeping princess?"

“What do you mean, slain the dragon?” asked Adtiave you been and
gone and killed the Baron?”

“I admit 1 was tempted,” said the Viscount, “butdécided, with some
regret | may say, that our purposes would be betered if | did not go
around London pumping bullets into the hearts of mije’s only

remaining relatives. | simply persuaded the Batwat his life would be
more comfortable, and much safer, if he sailed olutEngland on
tomorrow’s tide. He is not likely to brave the se®of this country again, |
think.”

“Well,” Aggie sounded slightly mollified. “It's ceainly a pleasure to hear
that there’s one villain the less to worry my M&arah.”

“Surely I am not still considered a villain, Aggiélave | not yet redeemed
any of my past errors in your eyes?",

“There’s too many mysteries left for my liking,”idaAggie bluntly. “I'm
not saying you're in league with that 'orrible marStreatham, but I'd still
like to know how come you was so anxious to be dower that you was
picking a bride out of the poor- house.”



If the Viscount's feelings had not been so severelfled by Aggie’s
brusque question, he would have seen that thenpatiethe huge bed
suddenly stiffened. As it was, he remained unawéthe extra pair of ears
waiting eagerly for his answer.

“It is not my custom to explain my actions to avset,” began the
Viscount stiffly, and then he caught himself up.o;Nhe said abruptly. “It
is only fair for you to know what happened. My ao8 reflect little credit
on my judgement, but | don’t think even so stermearalist as yourself
could consider them villainous.”

“That’'s as maybe, my lord. 'Tis hard to think wigati was doin’ there all
the same.”

“Aggie, my father left a ridiculous will that saldshould inherit the family
fortune only if I married within a year of his daafhe will also stipulated
that | should not marry a particular lady who--a¢ ttime--seemed very
important to me. | went to the workhouse to find@nan who was dying.
| wanted to marry somebody, anybody, just to méet terms of my
father's will. Then, when | had come into my inlance and my
workhouse bride had died, | planned to marry thiseo lady who, |

thought, was my irrevocable choice. It was not @itprscheme, | admit,
but | am two-and-thirty and too old to submit wellan irrational whim of

my father’s. Am | forgiven, Aggie? You know, | amre, that my plans
changed weeks ago. As soon as | began to know Saritt.”

“Well, it's not exactly what her sainted uncle wouhave wished,” said
Aggie dubiously. “But there’s no denying that thevierend was a man
what ought never to have left the angels.”

There was a small chuckle from the bed. “I think; lord, that you are
almost forgiven. | don’t know how you have achievied miracle. Sending
a wicked baron fleeing from the country and wragpirs all in the most
outrageous luxury would normally make no more tlaaslight dent in
Aggie’s armour-plated heart.” ,



“Sarah!” Swiftly the Viscount crossed to her sitdéou are supposed to be
sleeping, not listening to me getting quite the staf an argument with
your former housekeeper.”

Sarah’s grey eyes smiled at him. “But | have besmb all my arguments
with her for years! It makes you quite one of tlnily to hear you
receiving the sharp edge of Aggie’'s tongue.” SHeedi one of her
bandaged hands and winced as it rested againstisbeunt’s arm. “But
seriously, my lord. Tell me, has he. ..has he tgdge?”

The Viscount’s eyes softened as he gently strolexdalm. “I persuaded
Baron Tynsdale that he was looking forward to ayletay abroad and that
he really did not wish to pack more than one pont®au. He left his

cottage hastily with one of the servants still fstigf silver candlesticks into

a sack. | did undertake to settle his affairs meréngland, and to pay him
a small quarterly sum from your estate. | fancy tieis a man who would
not dream, of risking such a guaranteed income Ijneydave the pleasure
of seeing his native land. | think it's most unlik¢hat we shall be seeing
him again.”

“And very pleased | am to hear that,” said Aggistately. “I never did
understand how your sainted Mama came to have aunhsty set of
relatives.”

“It happens to the best of us,” said the Viscowdunding amused.
“Particularly to the best of us, as a matter of.fénd with such paragons
of virtue for a father and an uncle, | should h&siée myself sadly out of
place if Sarah had not had a few slightly less lomlole relatives lurking
in the background.”

“You are too kind,” said Sarah. “I'm sure your fdynblack sheep have so
far stopped short of murder.”

“In the last few generations at least,” agreed Wgcount. “But | can
assure you that our progression from Elizabethaomgs to Stuart
noblemen would not bear very close examination.”

Sarah laughed, but she was still too tired to tloih&nything appropriate to
say, and a slight silence fell over the occupafth® room. Even Aggie



seemed temporarily at a loss for a word. It wasMiseount who finally
broke the lengthening silence.

“Perhaps, Aggie, you would be good enough to fétehViscountess a hot
drink?”

“But | have already had hot milk, and a cup of lemoice mixed with
honey,” protested Sarah.

“Nevertheless, | think we need some more milk,”"dséie Viscount,
inexorably.

“Yes, my lord." Aggie seemed remarkably subdued, rtreated from the
room without a backward glance.

“Whatever has come over her?" asked Sarah.

“Nothing very disastrous,” said the Viscount dryf§ghe is merely more
adept than you are yourself in perceiving the spmst of a man very
much at the end of his tether.”

“Do you mean you are tired, my lord?”

“Not precisely. So far during the course of thisdaand tempestuous day,
however, | have survived an attempt to render meomscious with
laudanum. | have imagined you eloping with an umkmdover. | have fled
unsuccessfully to your rescue--you have not yetrchdlaat story--and |
have chased a murdering scoundrel on to the roBdver. Through all of
these multifarious activities, | have basically behinking of only one
thing.”

“What is that, my lord?” whispered Sarah.
The Viscount’s lips hovered tantalizingly closeSarah’s mouth. “It was

this,” he said as he kissed her, gently at firgt #ren with a passion that
startled them both.



“l cannot imagine that Aggie would be so undiplomats to return with
the milk,” said the Viscount softly. “But in casbesshould contemplate
such an indiscretion, | had better lock the door.”

“It is very late,” suggested Sarah tentativelyefifaps you ought to be
sleeping?"

“It is certainly late,” agreed the Viscount equalfly is almost morning, in

fact. 'There would hardly be time to fall comfottabasleep before
somebody would be waking me up in order to eatkfast | am sure there
must be better ways to spend the next two or thoees.”

His lips brushed a path of burning sensation alihregside of her cheeks
and down on to her shoulders. “Could you not hefp tm find some of
them?” he asked.

Sarah rested her head against the comforting stresfgthe Viscount’s
shoulder.

“Yes, my lord,” she whispered as he clasped hdat tagainst his heart. “I
am almost certain that | can."



