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Historical Romance




WEDDING NIGHT
REVENGE

Mary Brendan



Rachel Meredith is beautiful, witty, an heiressetagingle! She's turned
down every offer of marriage and jilted the mosigible bachelor,
handsome Major Connor Flinte.

When her father loses her family home in a ganeaads, Rachel is furious!
Especially as the new owner is Connor Flinte, nleevEarl of Devane. She
will do anything to get her home back. But Conn@ante revenge--he'll
return the deeds of the estate on one conditionh&anust give him the
wedding night he never had....



Prologue
"You changed your mind.'

The pure pleasure in the young man's voice dug ¢ge@p beneath Edgar
Meredith's ribs. But he managed a smile.

No...Rachel hgavas immediately in his mind, and an irrepressibtedant
humour wrenched his smile into a grimace. His cleesistricted with a
piercing regret that left him breathless, unablesgpond to the greeting.

After nineteen and a half years of tears and tamdrune was quite aware his
eldest daughter could be headstrong and impetibaigie’d never thought
her callous or sly. Today he'd had the shockingnshg proof she was. He
felt as incapable of speech now as he had wherafigised of the situation
by his wife some hours ago. But speak of it he must

As the young man detached himself from his groufriehds, Edgar was
again struck by his impressive, muscular figure,hemoved with such a
graceful stride. He automatically took the outstned hand, letting the firm
fingers warm his. He found himself clinging to themather than returning
the salute as his host might have expected.

'‘Now, what will you drink? Cognac? Champagne?' $imeere welcome
mellowing the lilting Irish brogue simply accentEédgar's pain.

'You managed to slip away for an hour..." Connont€&l chuckled
conspiratorially as he selected a goblet for the macould tomorrow call
father.

Edgar, incredibly, found himself nodding, a halfrovin half-smile
contorting his features in a travesty of chummysparacy as he watched
champagne froth towards the rim of an exquisitélgsed flute. Yes, he'd
managed to slip away for an hour. No, he had nwgrd was no further need
to furtively retreat from beneath his wife's feet ahe fussed over
last-minute plans and insisted he stay close ie c@gded. There was no
more need for plans. He now had any amount of tonspend with his
friends. For six months past, he'd felt proud tsslthis man as such...and



more. After today, would Major Connor Flinte eveauw to pass the time of
day with him again?

Mr Edgar Meredith was a man with four daughters améching yen for a
boy. Mrs Meredith said enough was enough. To Hefrand his dismay,
nature now backed her in that. What a handsomevatcbme addition to
his family Connor would have made. Edgar was aleadurning the loss
of his son. The warmth in the room seemed suddamibgarable.

''d no idea there'd be so many happy fellows caserating on me last night
of freedom." Connor grinned, an indolent hand iating the boisterous
guests, including his drunken stepbrother, cluttehis cosy drawing room.
The wry humour and fine wine were still mellowing longue, but the
bright blue gaze was sharp, seeking to adheredgartsdevasive brown eyes.

Mr Meredith simply nodded, passed a hand overavishefore reflexively
putting the silver chalice to his lips. Suddenly aag&v how awfully
inappropriate it would be to drink, he replacedort the sideboard so
abruptly it skated away an inch or so. With a f@fatourage Edgar forced
himself to look up.

For a moment their eyes held and then relief swankuiar. He knew! He
knew and was prepared to make it easy for him.dteuld be no need to
scrabble for useless excuses to attempt to justifiymitigate his daughter's
outrageous behaviour. There was little comfort & drawn from the
reprieve or acknowledging his cowardice. Tm sofry...so very sorry...'
The words quivered, suspended in silence, as radaaghter eddied about
them.

Connor steered him brusquely towards a cool cavhéne room, far from
the roaring fire, the roaring drunks toasting hernage.

'"Why?'
Edgar swayed his head, wincing beneath that sisgkg,syllable as though

it had been a tirade of abuse. 'l don't know...'sSblestinate...headstrong...’
he offered feebly. Then quickly added, 'lI've nad ba opportunity to speak



to her or chastise her. When | returned from Wistrghe had already
absconded to York...'

A choking sound smothered further words. The blaaghter terminated in
an oath and a hand tore into ebony hair. 'York?sShm as far as that?
SweetJaazus,5eeped out through scraping white teeth.

'‘An aunt...she has an aunt who lives there. My 'wifgster..." Edgar
Meredith informed him quickly,e

hesitantly. 'We had no idea of it, | swear. Mrs bthth is distraught. She
can hardly stand unaided. Had | the slightest nosbe'd do this... In

nineteen years I've never laid a finger on hemnigea, and God knows there
have been times when she's tempted me with haslngi$s and impudence.
But had | known she'd now act so mean, I'd havertaklash to her sides
years since.'

The dark head snapped down; blue-flame eyes sé&atgar's face. 'Don't
say that...' The caution was sweetly persuasiveturglly thick and
Connor's white teeth were infinitesimally bared.

Edgar closed his weary eyes and licked his pardlpsd He made a
monumental effort to control his shivering and rhatee self-possession of
his host. 'I'll deal with the formalities, of coarsnform the guests, Reverend
Dean and so on. As the bride's father...the rereebade's father...I must
shoulder the guilt, the shame and the responsibilit

'She said nothing tanyoneHas she eloped with a secret lover?’

Edgar recognised the frustration coarsening hisriagator's voice and
inwardly cringed. How could he recount the pathekcuses Rachel had left
behind her? How could he tell this handsome, petdsiencavalry officer,
who had been decorated several times for valoat,Rachel had jilted him
on the eve of their wedding because she had a fan@/more charismatic
and exciting consort? He could barely admit to lelinghat his eldest
daughter and heir to his estate was shallow, inderste and lacking in
filial duty, and couldn't see the good in a genderbecause she was dazzled
by the peacock dandies she giggled with.



'Is she travelling alone?'

'With her sister, Isabel. My wife and Isabel trtedreason with her. Isabel
was for staying behind, so disgusted was she bgik@r's deceit. They've
always been close; if anyone could have stayedlheould have chosen
Isabel. My wife had sense enough to insist Isabsbmpany her rather than
risk further outrage by letting her travel aloney Be time | arrived at
Beaulieu Gardens they were five hours on the roatidir aunt Florence.
My time has been better served in attempting taainhe disaster as best |
can than following her. She would have known tiihe would have
calculated on her chastisement being of less irapoe to me than my duty
to you and my family's honour. My Rachel has eveerba beautiful
schemer." He breathed raggedly through white, thagnbips. 'But such
merciless plotting is too much. I'll never forgikier for this! In all my life
I've never felt so useless or...so angry...or s&rlytbereft...'

'Quite..." Connor said.



Chapter One
'Do you not miss having a husband and childreroof ywn, Rachel?'
'I've told you, I'm happy enough to share your RPaul

'‘No! Be serious about it,’ Lucinda chided on a é&leic'Are you ever
regretful at having turned down that Mr Feathers®n

Rachel looked mystified for a moment, her pale brpuckered in
concentration. 'Oh, him!" she suddenly explodec daugh, having finally
placed the last man who had offered for her. T$te,realised, had been the
basis of his attraction at the time. She had bessuaded—not without
foundation as it turned out— that he might be # éligible man to present
himself. And he had seemed well enough: he haccanddnead of auburn
hair and his own teeth, and wasn't a widower sceth@asn't a danger of
having his mewling offspring tipped into her laputBvithin a month of their
engagement being made public, Rachel had realibed wsaasn't that
desperate to attain connubial status after all.

Aware that her friend was awaiting a reply, shenissed him with a laugh.
'Heavens, no! He was a duellist and a gambler and/ery proficient at
either. He nigh on had a hand sliced clean off sward fight over some
Covent Garden nun, and his pockets were to lebftam for my liking. |
suspect he bargained oils having Windrush to ridf@ém at some time.'

'Well, what about that other gentleman? The one walked with a limp
and the aid of a silver-topped .stick, but hadfgtee of an Adonis...’

'It's odd you should mention Philip Moncur,” Raclseid on a frown,
recalling that particular admirer. ‘A month or gmdne sent me some poetry,
despite the fact I'd not heard from him for threemmre years...since our
engagement was broken.’

'How flattering he should remember your fondnessWordsworth and
Keats.'



'‘Well, if he did remember, he chose to ignorent] aent me some drivel he'd
penned himself—a quatrain that lauded my etheesibnce and classical
serenity. When 1| ignored that, it was followed hy ade in which he
compared me to a marble statue: bleak and beatdibhdhold and in need of
the sultry sun of his adoration to fire me...'

Lucinda pressed her lips together to stifle a lalghsay he's angling to see
you in one of Madame Bouillon's togas.'

'I'd say he's angling to see me out of it. Sillyni&hy does he not just send
over details of his proposition?'

'‘Rachel! You surely wouldn't consider...well...sachoffer?"

'Why not? | think marriage is highly overrated. Bgia kept woman has its
benefits... money and freedom, to name but two.™*

'Well, for goodness' sake! And | would have swoon yould never say or
do anything else to shock me!' Lucinda giggled aesly. 'Don't tell June
those theories; you know she hangs on your everg deeming it sensible
advice. I'd hatdner to flee at the last minute in a..." Her voicel&diaway
and she grimaced apology.

'Panic...." Rachel finished the sentence for lmyaeently undisturbed by her
friend's tactless allusion to her aborted firstagegnent. But then no one
ever referred tdhat episode, under any circumstances. So Rachel simply
said, 'Oh, June's different," whilst fanning hezefand throwing back her
head to let a breeze beneath the strands of fairstieking to her damp
neck. 'l can hardly have misgivings about June®imafter all, it took me
three whole months to bring it about...’

'‘About the same time it took you to pair Paul with," Lucinda said quietly.

'Yes...l suppose it was about the same." Rachdledoher head in mock
thoughtfulness. 'My trouble is I'm too selfless. &hshould have done was
conspired to keep one of those fine fellows for etfy's She sighed

theatrically. '"Now I'm on the shelf. I'm reducedeceiving ditties from very

poor poets.'



Lucinda chuckled. 'l think Moncur is very Byronestj@uite gorgeous, in
fact, and sensitively cerebral too.’'

They sat in amicable quiet for a few moments, watgipassing heat-hazy
scenery and a procession of flagging promenadidgeda Gauzy muslin
shifts were everywhere as were pretty parasoisgitit the hot sun.

‘That first gentleman, Rachel...the Irish major...'

'Who?' Rachel snapped, as though annoyed at eedffor picking up the
threads of that abandoned conversation. 'Oh, [8he' sighed, bored yet
conciliatory. 'That was so long ago, Lucy, | cargbarecall how he looks...'

'Well, take a glance to your left and refresh yow@mory,' Lucinda archly
advised.

Rachel did look, quickly, curiously, with a disleling smile curving her
full, soft lips. It set in stone.

She had often wondered how she would feel if stee did see him again.
After six years, it seemed increasingly unlikelgtttheir paths would cross,
especially as she no longer visited London townariban once a year, in
the Season, for a short shopping sojourn with hathar and sisters and to
see her friend Lucinda. It was only preparationsltme's wedding that had
brought her family to the metropolis this week.

She had often wondered, too, as the years padsadchance meeting
occurred, how would he look, how would she look anther time would
make either or both fail to recognise the otheiary case, it was idle trivia
and, as such, soon dismissed from her sensible fibadstaggering reality
was now thrust upon her: just a glimpse of Majom@w Flinte's dark,
rugged profile was enough to stir such melanchogmaries. Her heart
seemed to pause with her breathing; her eyelidspee in anguish. 'Oh,
Isabel...I wish you were here...' she whispereal iagged little voice.

Lucinda heard the whimper and darted an anxiou& loer way. 'lt's
probably not him. I'm sorry. "'Twas a stupid thilmgsiay. That gentleman



looks to be too young. The Major must now be inthigies... He's probably
paunchy and greying...and in Ireland...’

'It's him," Rachel rebutted remotely. Oh, it wa® hi

She'd known him instantly, yet believed she haddtien his face. Though
he was some distance away, she was sure she @miliissgentian eyes;
detect a soft Irish brogue on the warm air.

She blinked, took in more of the situation. He wdsving a
precarious-looking high-flyer and by his side, bareaching his shoulder,
was a dainty female companion looking cool andatég sherbet-lemon
muslin. The woman's face was hidden from view bgasasol twirling
sideways, protecting her face from the afternoanlsw in the western sky.
Just a wisp of hair as black as his own could le& straying beneath her
pansy-trimmed straw bonnet.

'l believe that's Signora Laviola with him," Lucan@aid. 'Yes, it is,' she
confirmed excitedly as the woman swung her heagfydls to one side, as
though hiding her coy expression from her laugltogpanion.

'Don't stare so, Lucinda,’ Rachel begged. 'He niigintarid see us.’

'He looks to be too engrossed with the sultry sodghl_ucinda noted. 'So
does Lord Harley. See, over there in that curralé those other goggling
fools. The latest gossip is that the lovely Lavialas about to agree to
Harley's protection when she dropped him like anestin favour of a

wealthier lover..." Her confidence trailed intodteld, tactful silence.

Abruptly, Rachel sat back in the landau's comfyatsu pulled her own
bonnet and parasol askew so it allowed the suneatcbmplexion but
shielded her face from idle glances from the léfhatis blocking the road?'
she muttered impatiently, bobbing about to see hgad. Although some
distance apart, the landau and the high-flyer yweaetically neck and neck
and at a standstill, for every conceivable typemiveyance seemed to be,
of a sudden, jamming the narrow street.



Lucinda began darting about, too, desperate ta getter look at the Italian
soprano who had been in London but a few monthshgéd set tongues
wagging the moment she arrived. Tdignorawas the toast of theen: she
had the voice of an angel and a heavenly body edevif wanted in his
bed...so Dorothy Draper had told her. Lucinda woedef her husband,
Paul, figured amongst the knaves. She resolvedsto ram...perhaps
tomorrow, when she felt less fat and homely. Staed her neck more
determinedly, but was thwarted in seeing muchladbyab hackney cab on
the left-hand side that had locked wheels withewler's dray. The jarvey
had attempted to insinuate an uneasy path betweetray and a coal cart
and was now well and truly wedged. No doubt helbeeh keen to deliver
his fare to his destination on time and get a tigeHad he managed the
manoeuvre it would have been a miracle and mondyeamed; the narrow
street was now choking with carriages and the leabbFrustrated people
keen to get about their business.

Agitated by the increasing likelihood of a glosgpery head turning her way
to investigate the jarvey's raucous complaints—tvisigemed to drown out
everyone else's—Rachel jumped up to discover whaeg wausing the

bottleneck. Her straining senses just caught agiettural expletives and a
wafting aroma of pulped apples. Their cloying ardmaag heavy on the hot
air as she watched a costermonger airing his grem&to a listless beagle
with much pointing and gesticulating at his upsatdw and spoiled fruit.

The altercation to one side of her, between thesjaand the young brewer,
redrew her attention as they began swapping inciglgsgnventive insults.
The passenger in the hackney then poked his podgerawvig through the
window of the cab and made an extremely commorugest the coalman,
who had felt entitled to add his two penn'orthhe taging debate on road
manners on account of his bent spokes.

Rachel gave her driver's sleeve a tug. 'Can youuratthis thing about,
Ralph?' she begged vainly, for she knew alreadly aunanoeuvre was nigh
on impossible in such a crush.

‘T'ain't as simple as that, Miss Rachel, or I'dragorn long since. Ladies
shouldn't hafta listen ta such tawk.' This obséovaivas accompanied by a



baleful glare at the lad on the dray and a cenisshiake of the head at the
judicial-looking crimped head.

'What is it to you? Eh?' demanded the perspiring taeneath the wig on
noting Ralph's disgusted demeanour.

'Ladies present,' Ralph intoned with a nod at hsspngers.

'Magistrate present,’ the man countered with a gnmrk. '‘And I've a good
nose for a no-good knave...'

'I'm persuaded...' Ralph muttered beneath hisloreat

The magistrate continued tapping his sizeable,sygrpeoboscis. His mean
little eyes swivelled about then he stabbed a firgehe brewer. 'l scent a
fiddler. | don't recall that name on your cart,yau, from the Brewster
Sessions. I've a mind to see your liquor licedtevas a wild aim that hit a
bull's-eye.

The young man glared at Ralph. 'Now see wot yeed@ouldn't keep yer
beak out an' now yer've set the beak on me!

'Don't dare tawk to me in that there tone o' voice,

Ralph bellowed, and within a moment was off hischeand on to the dusty
cobbles. His temper rendered him deaf to Rachml&et orders for him to
immediately remount and get them home. Whippinghadfsmart driver's
coat and hat, he shoved starched cotton sleevesdswis elbows.

With an agile spring, the young brewer was soon lof dray and

confronting him. Having prepared their palms wigittée, there ensued a
pugilistic ritual where they bobbed and swayed sttuircling a circumspect
yard apart. Just as Ralph took a stance on hisdtegs and dared to draw
off a proper punch, his fist was stopped mid-fligita large, powerful hand.

'Is there a problem?’



Rachel had not seen anyone approach: she had beeocppied with
priming her weapon; if necessary, she was preparpdevent Ralph being
laid low by braining his youthful opponent with heoslled umbrella.
Lucinda’'s swift intake of breath had Rachel ingtuaty forcing open the
parasol with jittery fingers and tilting it over thiace. The soft Irish drawl
had already given her a fair warning of who the cawer might be and as a
result her heart was hammering at an alarming rate.

Ralph made a show of belligerently flexing his regbereleased fingers.
‘Lucky you 'appened by, sir. I'd 'ave decked 'iot gweet an' no mistake.'

The coalman, atop his cart, had been leaning falwarapt anticipation.
Now he flopped back, folded his arms, and exprebgedisappointment at
the aborted bout with some weird facial contortiadde denied Ralph his
optimism regarding the outcome by sucking his tesith shaking his head.

The magistrate welcomed the arbitrator by wavinghdolent hand through
the cab window. He knew an affluent, influentiahtieman when he spotted
one and liked to foster any such acquaintance.eltvas ruffians..." a finger
indicated the coalman and the brewer '...are agyees$ellows taking fun
from impeding me in my lawful business. I'm dusé@ssions..." he extricated
his pocket watch '...damme...some ten minutes SiAod this fellow—' he
nodded so sharply at Ralph his wig slid over hisséy—is determined to be
as insolent and offensive as may be. I'll seedhefl'em flogged and fined
for disorderly conduct and obstructing a Justicéhef Peace.' The periwig
was straightened with a satisfied flourish.

‘That's not fairl And not true, either!" Unable tisten to the wild
exaggerations, Rachel emerged from behind her glanakich she shut
with a snap. With a deep breath she raised heegdidad.

The distinguished gentleman with jet-black hair andevastating likeness
to her erstwhile fiance was so close to the sidh@landau she could have
reached out and touched him. Bravely she skimmeathadant sky-blue
eyes over his strong familiar features. It's not:hi don't recall him being
quite so tall or so dark, was one welcome and @stiethought which
emerged from the jumble in her mind. Her eyes spedo glare at his
worship.



The magistrate was gawping in disbelief that thisttg little madam had
made such bold accusations, or that they couldilpgsbe directed at
himself.

'If you had waited your turn in the queue inste&dttempting to barge
ahead, the carriage wheels would not have taniledwould now all be
going peaceably about our business,’ Rachel redsooity, leaving his
worship in no doubt he was the target of her deiatio.

The magistrate's jowls sunk to his chest beforeebevered composure and
set them wobbling with a determined twitch of heall. ‘My dear young
woman.' His tone dripped condescension. 'Have ygudea justvhoyou

are talking to?Who you are accusing of that grave sin: bearing false
witness?' His smooth tone conveyed he knew exadttyhewas talking to
and he was not impressed: she was one of thosestdakings with milky
liberal views and no proper respect for the autiiai a superior male.

'‘But | know who you are,’ a congenial mellow voiogerjected. 'Arthur
Goodwin, Esquire, isn't it now? | believe | recamiyou from Mrs
Crawford's little soiree last week...or is it thah about to bear false
witness...?"

Arthur Goodwin, Esquire, suddenly lost the puffeg-demeanour he had
adopted when this fine-looking gentleman claimesl d&acquaintance and
instead looked exceedingly wary. 'Indeed,' he edak...er...I... might have
been there...l don't seem to recall you.'

'I'm not offended...’

Arthur's eyes swivelled at the irony in the accdmmark. That particular
evening, at that particular lady's bacchanalianma@aiganza, he couldn't
have recalled his own name, he'd been so foxed.béeely remembered to
retrieve his breeches from the mattress of theesdeht minx who'd

serviced him before wending his way home. 'Prayimdmme who you are,

sir?' he burbled in a jolly tone.

'‘Devane...Lord Devane. Strange that we meet agasoen. How is Mrs
Goodwin? You mentioned she was suffering, as llkeca



'Indeed...l might have said so..." Arthur squeakéréady fearful of the peal
he'd be rung by his good lady should she get witnilsaregular visits to Mrs
Crawford's to discover if new young girls were tak&. Should the virtuous
lady come to hear that he'd been known to cursaserfrigid, scab-faced
slut when in his cups... Like a timid snail, histleetracted into the safety of
the cab.

Samuel Smith, the young man who had been driviegdifay, was ready
with a covert wink of sheer admiration as his saviooked his way. It was
followed by a nod of gratitude.

'Care to help with this wheel of yours?' Connopoesled drily, a tip of his
dark head indicating the buckled rim.

Sam immediately set to.

'Haveyoua spare minute to lend a hand?' Connor enquirgdaNook at the
coalman.

The slump-shouldered merchant jerked out of thecedrought on by the
fascinating proceedings, realising he'd forgottboua his final delivery,
lumped on the back of his cart.

The jarvey gamely pitched in too and, like the othen, speculatively eyed
this handsome gentry cove with such a quiet, condimgnvay about him.

Sam Smith found himself pondering his lordship'stives for getting
involved at all; which brought him to sliding glagcat the beautiful blonde
woman in the top-notch landau. His Nibs seemedqueatly interested in
her; although she seemed determined to look eviageossible but at
him. Which was odd, considering her friend couldaite her curious eyes
off him.

But it had been the fair lady who'd championed theisually the Quality

didn't know the trades existed... until they neealédsty ride or a fire in the
grate, or their cellar stocked on the cheap. Betdsbpoken up for three
menials for no more reason than that the pompadsdba beak hadn't been



right nor fair... But then he'd heard tell of hisnship Arthur Goodwin and
already knew he never was...

Ralph bent knowledgeably over the warped axleing#tis weight, ready to
assist the men with the repairs. Rachel discréettkoned him, with frantic
fingers, desperate to be heading home. There wang dark, heart-rending
memories being stirred by the sudden appearancéhisf man who
resembled Connor Flinte so exactly, and she wantbé alone to decide if
she were brave enough today to pick them over.

The traffic was again moving freely. In the distatice costermonger could
just be glimpsed towing his cart and at intervadstgring obscenities at
those vehicles whose passengers were still irdtateough at the delay to
chivvy him as they passed. The only other statpmnahicles left in the
street were Lord Devane's phaeton and Lord Harlay'scle, which had
now managed to manoeuvre a path to the phaetonsgoictty passenger.

Surreptitiously, Rachel observed the Italian womdro was acting the
coquette with three raucous dandies. However ditlgeshe flirted, she was
managing to keep a vigilant dark eye on her absentpanion. Rachel
hadn't noticed Lord Devane look backhat once.

Lord Devane®Rachel rolled the name around in her

mind. From what she recalled, he sounded like M&imte when he spoke,
he looked like him when she allowed her eyes to tb his rugged
visage...but the name was new to her. Was the aman?

'Let us be heading home, Ralph," tumbled from hgex Whilst her mind
investigated the absurd possibility that there rmidie two such
striking-looking Irish gentlemen, and a case oftaken identity. She knew
he had a stepbrother of about the same age, buambered that Jason
Davenport had fair hair and, being of differentgrdage, naturally looked
quite different.

Having been lax earlier, Ralph made amends by inmtedg doing his
mistress's bidding. He launched himself into thevedis seat with a
sprightliness that mocked his bowed legs and aduhyears.



Lord Devane strolled over, seeming to accidentaifgst their departure by
catching the bridle of the nearest grey in orddotalle its ears. The mare
turned its head willingly into the deft caress. 'Véenot had a chance to
exchange a few words..." The casual address waklatwith the sharp blue
eyes minutely examining Rachel's features.

With an amount of pique, Rachel realised thatwas Major Flinte, she had
been a little arrogant in assumihgwould know whaoshewas. There was
no discernible recognition in his eyes, just theadly attention of a man
appraising an attractive woman. And she knew stedeamed pretty. Her
parents told her so, Lucinda told her so, her mmefiected their views.

Gentlemen who didn't know her at all sought intidns; gentlemen who
did know of her, and her history of failed romances| sought to charm
her, vainly confident that they could be the on&uto the tables on her and
break her heart. She found it faintly amusing thaly believed her in the
dark over their designs or their motives. She heatdhthe gossip that sums
of money had been wagered in the past on who wsuddessfully woo and
win her, then unceremoniously ditblerin a very public way.

So, when in London, she allowed a few stupid fedavcome calling and
take her for a drive in Hyde Park at the fashioediwur; she encouraged
them to visit her parents' box at the opera ortteedust as gossip was
fomenting over what seemed to be a particular latt@nt between herself
and a town dandy, she would scupper it by snubhingforthwith, thus
reinforcing her reputation as a callous little &2aShe had no regrets; and
she had no conscience over it, she told hersedft ffom the very mundane
one of never having profited herself from a litilgtter on the outcome of
the gentlemen's puerile games.

The horses snickered, jolting her to the preseat.dyes flicked up, met a
narrowed blue stare fringed by the longest lash&amething
turbulent...frustrating inside her stilled, becaraém.

Oh, it's him...and he knows me; he thinks he knatvat I'm brooding on
too. He knows nothing of how I really feel. Do Idm how he feels? Is he
still angry at me? Still bitter and resentful atvimg been publicly
humiliated? It must have been awful for him...smbiing... There's nothing



in his face...no emotion at all. Why is he pasdwngself, off as a lord?
Simply to impress that weasel of a judge?

If so, the ploy had worked. The hackney carryinghAr Goodwin to court
passed close by on wobbly wheels, and the magi'stffaice appeared at the
window. A tentative, conspiratorial smile flickeratl Lord Devane before
he was borne away.

The dray and coal cart soon followed the hackneyldtdship inclined his
dark head in acknowledgement of their waves andtsldarewells.

'Noblesse obligeRachel muttered sourly beneath her breath. Iterext

little whether he was now a real aristocrat orield by delusions of
grandeur, he was simply Major Flinte to her andtblne need not fret over
offending him. That, in all its terrible effect, waalready achieved...
'Remove your hand, please, so we might leavejnsitreicted coolly.

Lucinda, who had been quietly watching the tenserdigss interaction
between the couple, spluttered out, T am Mrs Sasndacinda Saunders. |
am very grateful for your assistance, my lordolld have ended badly had
you not intervened. Thankfully, all has turned wetl..." A meaningful look
then slid to her friend, inviting Rachel to takethp conversation.

'‘And you are...?" a soft voice prompted.

Rachel swung her head about, looked levelly at Hm, | am...very
grateful for your assistance, too, sir. And you.aabout to be so good as to
immediately step aside so that | might get alonghvé6 Rachel tapped
Ralph's arm and settled back into the squabs.

Ralph looked abashed. He looked at their Good Stanahe looked at his
churlish mistress. He settled on looking off intmldie distance. The horses
remained idle.

'Shall | tell you what | think you are?'

Rachel felt the cheek turned to him prickle, hearhelowly thud. "You
obviously have time to waste, sir. | have none;ibyibu must accost me,



please make it quick, for | am getting quite imeati' She flicked her
golden head, gazing past his broad shoulders ehcasdinest taupe
material. 'As is your carriage companion. | belishe is trying to attract
your attention." Her flitting eyes had alighted @m olive-skinned visage
peering at them over a sherbet-pale shoulder. Thleai woman was
practically bouncing on the seat as she shifted laad forth in irritation,

and her head turned every few seconds to starbeat.tThe diva had
certainly lost her air of cool sophistication alorngh her trio of admirers:
Lord Harley's curricle was just turning left at tio@ of the street.

Connor Flinte seemed little interested in his pbaeir its passenger. Just an
idle glance arrowed that way and he seemed no molieed to rush off
than before. In fact, he waited until Rachel lookddhim again before
replying, 'You want me to be quick? Are you sure?leen so long, too...'
The hard smile that followed that soft speech &athel's pulse pounding.
'Very well. What | think you are...is little chargyeMiss Meredith. That's my
initial opinion.' He gave a small, lopsided smilkil@ watching a few of his
fingers smooth a languid path along the landawssyl coachwork. Deep
blue eyes mocked her beneath heavy eyelids. 'Aaits tfortunate for me.
But pretty disastrous for you..." he added in @®a@is sweet as honey. Then
he was walking back towards his phaeton. He'd talgethe ribbons and
soothed the signora's ruffled feathers by the tiRaehel gathered sense
enough to choke at Ralph, 'Home, please! Now!'



Chapter Two

He will not ruin what is left of my day, Rachel ved silently as she
banished persistently intrusive thoughts of Majlimté from her mind and
walked arm-in-arm with Sylvie along the carpetedridor to find their

sister June.

Truce! No baskets or garlands, Rachel had toldlitier sister moments
before, with a rueful smile. Earlier in the dayyhead argued over their
bridesmaids' bouquets and, in doing so, upset dao®, to be a bride. Now
Rachel felt eager to restore harmony. 'A posy odgaias dotted with laurel
leaves and trailing ivy...that's a fair compromigen't you think?'

Sylvie gazed up at her eldest sister with largsimwus eyes the colour of
violent storm clouds. ‘It sounds...tolerable, | moge,” she sighed. Her
cheeky lack of enthusiasm was belied by the wosdlegy of thanks she
gave her big sister. 'William is arrived to dinee I8 terribly good looking,
isn't he? | should have liked to marry him if ohlg would have waited a
while and not fallen in love with June. Will youni someone like William
for me, Rachel? Perhaps a bit taller, with dark imsitead of fair, and longer
sideburns, and no freckles. I'm not sure | likeies on a man, even just
that little bit William has across his nose. I'mt soire | like them on a
woman, either. Noreen doesn't like hers; she put®h juice on her face to
try and whiten them, you know.'

Rachel smiled while her slender fingers combedufinoSylvie's platinum

curls. Once let loose, they rebounded immediatay supple coils. 'You,

my love, will probably have no trouble in findingst the right man, and
without any help from me when the time comes. lidf@approaching my

dotage, you know, when you hit your prime, and phd be resigned to

knitting, not matchmaking. | can see it now," Radighed. 'Seven years
hence, you will be the bane of our poor papa'salifé breaking the hearts of
gallants with careless abandon.’

'Like you do now, you mean?' Sylvie innocently pkeol up. She'd heard that
her elder sister was called a nasty flirt. In famce she was six years old
and the awful thing happened to Isabel, she'd grosed to overhearing
whispers about Rachel's heartless treatment ofegean.



As no one ever told her much, still stupidly beigy her a baby, she'd
learned to glean snippets of interesting news higring out of sight when
Noreen and her sister, Madcap Mary, were in a ¢ori¥he'd learned of
Rachel's poor reputation that way, and of June@pgsal from Mr William
Pemberton. She'd looked suitably surprised, thowdien her mother told
her a few days later she was to have a brothdeam-

The Shaughnessy sisters would pick things overengulishing silver in the
back parlour or making the beds. Noreen did moghefpicking and her
block-head sister most of the nodding. But everyfien Madcap might
bark out her own rough idea on what's to do inMieeedith household. And
sometimes, Sylvie thought, it wasn't as daft asight to be...

'‘No, please don't follow my example..." A throbbs@emnity to Rachel's
words made Sylvie snap out of her reverie and aagleious look up at her.

'l expect we might find the -lovebirds in here.tRel abruptly pushed open
the door to their little library.

Their sister June and her charming fiance, Willi@@amberton, were
nowhere to be seen. But the roarmsoccupied: by her parents, seated either
side of the table. So earnestly were they convgranoss its leather top that
it was a moment before they realised they weraluorte. Both Mr and Mrs
Meredith looked startled and a little discomfitedree sight of two of their
beautiful daughters joining them.

Sylvie broke free of Rachel's sisterly clasp ang m a rustle of georgette
and an unusual fit of demonstrative affection, teg hher papa. Edgar
Meredith patted at his little daughter's white hgrdasped round his neck.

Rachel, cursed with a heightened perception of rotipeople's

moods—especially her parents'—felt her stomachefluh anticipation. 'Is

anything the matter? Has Madame Bouillon tendeetdnore outrageous
suggestions for our costumes next month?' The rneodisaking their

wedding finery had lately been tendering incredsifizarre designs for
their approval. 'Never fear, | can deal with hen) know.'



Her papa sketched a smile. 'lI've never doubted thatdear. | took your
good advice, Rachel. | hid well away until she yyase. No feathers and
fronds for me...'

Rachel's exquisite powder-blue eyes skimmed thk tigs 'Has the post
been while | was out?' she asked, noting the ldtiat seemed to lie
portentously between her papa's squarish handspdlnes were flattened
on the leather as though he might at any minuteeshomself back from the
table.

'No...not the post. This was hand-delivered byrazss. It's simply a reply
to a wedding invitation," Gloria Meredith voluntedrin a tone that was far
too airily dismissive to properly erase her eldgastighter's apprehension.
Every aspect of June's marriage preparations wagett very seriously.

Rachel sat in a chair by the hearth. It was nadithe day was still warm
enough to make the idea of a fire positively unwele. Instinctively she
inclined towards the grate, recalling that earbershe had been on the point
of setting off in the landau to go to Charing Crasth Lucinda, a smartly
rigged servant had been on his way up the stejpewftown house. She had
supposed the errand that brought him was sometbidg with her papa'’s
city affairs. As she believed all wedding invitatgissued months ago and
all expected replies long since received, she waoaler have guessed the
true nature of his call.

Sylvie wandered away to an open casement and filaisung herself over
the sill. Stretching to a shrub just below, shecpemled to bat at a branch
laden with lilac heads. A pleasing, delicate sspnéad into the room on the
sultry dusky air. Rachel frowned at the disturbanime there was a
disquieting atmosphere within the room her strajrsanses could detect but
not quite fathom. 'Well, don't keep me in suspémsée lightly chided. "Who
is this late-invited guest? A celebrity we must é\Or are we simply
making up numbers? Have there been some recentlzdinns? Whose
company are we now to be graced with at Windrush?'

After a pregnant pause, in which her parents' elgshed, then skittered in
opposite directions, her papa said with a sigl,fiom the Earl of Devane.
It's a refusal, or should | say, his lordship desdi, with thanks, our kind



invitation, for naturally he is too well- manneram simply reject us. Jt is
obvious he has given the occasion no real thoinghtias responded far too
quickly for that.'

‘The Earl of Devane?' Rachel breathed, the shobkafing that name again
so soon quelling her feelings of indignation at faenily snub. Lord
Devane?' Rachel repeated in a voice of strengtgenanedulity.

'Yes," her father confirmed with a significant laatkhis wife. "You sound as
though you know his lordship...'

'Do 1?' Rachel demanded in return.

"You...you spoke as though the name sounded fartoligou, my dear,' her
papa ventured.

‘That's because | spoke this afternoon to a maingtyimself so.’

"You did?Where?'her parents chorused in surprise, unsure now whéoh
look glad or aghast on learning this news.

‘The meeting was on the highway, brought about bittle carriage
accident," Rachel informed them, jumping to het.f#o; not the landau.’
She mistook her papa's obvious consternation onifgethis news as a
reasonable anxiety over damage to his new coabbrrétan to his eldest
daughter.

'What is going on? Lord Devane is Connor Flinte, or I'myweenuch
mistaken. What has he done? Bought himself aitie his army severance
pay?' she scoffed.

'‘Nothing so vulgar, my dear,' her father corrected tone of mild reproof,

as a paternal eye checked her over for any sigrhgdical injury. 'He has

simply taken up his birthright. His Irish grandfathon his mother's side,
has recently died and the Major has inherited Arfkdem. The succession
was gazetted. He is quite entitled to style himkettl Devane.'



Whilst digesting this startling news, Rachel's tjlats scampered ahead.
She flicked an accusing finger at the parchmennhtagn the leather-topped
table. 'What...what do you mean, invitation? Youveuwould not..have
not...invited him to June's wedding after all tixant on?" She fell silent,
chewing her lip. All thatvent onhad been of her doingle was blameless,
as her parents, especially her father, had regtgtahe and again in absolute
despair just after that awful episode. 'Why ontearduld you ask him to
attend when it is likely that his appearance woekdite every kind of
speculation and spiteful probing? People are botmdagain ask
unanswerable questions about what happened tol laade.and—' She
broke off, unable to say more, her burning eyege by a cool, pale hand.

'We don't talk of Isabel, you know that," her whitaced mother faintly
chided with a searching look at her youngest daargBiylvie appeared to be
in her own little world with her chin resting onrhelasped hands as she
gazed out into a beautiful early evening.

'He declines.' Edgar quickly changed subject iaree taden with profound
disappointment. 'We have Lord Devane's refusaliwighfew hours of the
invitation being issued. | think that tells us\a# need to know. He was his
usual polite and dignified self when | gave it hiAknd he will doubtless
continue to be civil. But he has no intention ofeqating the olive branch
your mama and | have bravely extended. Our intantras to put paid to
any residual bad feeling, and in a way that wagapei, and yet acceptably
public too. What better way for us to collaborateshowing the world that
all is forgiven and forgotten, than to join togetirecelebrating a wedding?
What more fitting occasion than June's marriag@/itiam? They are two
of the mildest-mannered, most inoffensive peoplpoan is ever likely to
encounter..." After a dejected sigh he continuédnhor's co-operation in
this would have laid the scandal permanently tt. st we have had our
olive branch immediately returned to us, in perfacer, of course.' One of
Edgar Meredith's fingers absently touched the goshment in front of
him. T believe | knew all along what his answer Wohe and | cannot
blame him...'

'No, you never could do that...' Rachel said witkeq bitter censure.



‘There was nothing he did that | could arraignbidbaved impeccably even
under direst duress,’ her father whipped back witbommon force and
volume. His eyes fixed on his daughter and his evéld lips strained
thinner. 'With what should | have charged him? Beioo perfect a
gentlemen? Being too lacking in greed and selfres#® The contracts were
signed, the wedding a little over twelve hours awhg might have
successfully sued for breach of promise and takem glowry, you know.
He held it in his power to shame and ruin us allvduld have done me no
favours in the city to have contested such a ceatsial case. And your
reputation, miss, would have never recovered fremddragged through
such mire. Instead, he took unwarranted humiliatiorhimself and spared
you. He suffered unwarranted financial losses gatesl me. The Major
was greatly out-of- pocket from his own expensest sefused any
recompense | offered. | even had to insist he kaldak your betrothal ring!
He wanted nothing, not even that to which he wafepgy entitled!

Gloria Meredith shot up from the table as her hadlsavoice quavered with
barely suppressed pain and anger. An unsteadywhastield out cautioning
Edgar, the other extended, palm up, appealing tonmie-faced eldest
daughter. 'Enough! Let's not quarrel. How sillysthas all been. | believe it
was a foolish thing to do, my dear,' she tentayiyelt to her husband. 'Our
intentions were good: healing rifts and finally fing the tragedy behind us
is what we wanted. Yet, in truth, it is achievirgught but breaking open the
scar. The Major...Lord Devane,’ she corrected lfersea tiny, forced smile,
'manages to act decorously at all times, yet wa diarselves unable to do
ought but bicker amongst ourselves. Let's not nmakeout too much of the
hero in this.'

'Yes, let's not.' Rachel clipped out coldly. Fanament or two she and her
father faced each other in a hostile, combativensg that was eventually
brought to a close when the library door was opened

June and William entered, laughing. After a fewgsacthey hesitated, their
similar expressions frozen into mask-like smiles tlzey both sensed the
tension within the room. Recovering her composiduee, who was barely
five feet in height but supple as a sapling, theeHaer tiny hand through her
fiance's brawny arm, .and bravely proceeded to hautall, sturdy frame



into the library, a sunny smile re-animating heresty heart-shaped
countenance.

'‘Ah, there you are, June; come in...come in!" Mrsréddith greeted them
with such a wealth of welcome and gratitude invaece, her third daughter
might have recently returned from overseas instdfadcross the street
where she and William had been visiting friendlyghéours. 'How are you,
William?' she demanded. 'lIt will be good to seeryparents at their
musicaleater this week. It's a while since | spoke tanh& our mama and |
must catch up on how preparations proceed forithddy...' In her haste to
say something, anything, to ease the atmospheceiaGlad forgotten that
she disliked her daughter's prospective motheaam-Since their betrothal,
she had gained the impression that Pamela Pembdegmed June*way
below her son's social station, and that she edlyected any preparations
made by the Merediths for William's wedding wouklfbund sadly lacking
in grandeur.

Thankfully, William's sincere devotion to his betred proved he was at
odds with his mother. He worshipped the ground fhaete tripped upon,
treating her with affectionate reverence, and sitiag Windrush, venue of
their marriage, he had been delighted with theeglataiming that, in all

things, he was a very fortunate man.

And indeed he was. By anyone's standards, Juneexeedingly fine in
looks and character; and no expense had been sparedsuring the
wedding celebration would befit the union of twoalthy families. It would
be a day to remember. Rachel and everyone hadsaidnd so it must be...

Besides, why accept the role of underdog? Mr Ménechuld boast a city
salary comparable to, if not slightly in excess Algxander Pemberton's
income . from his law practice. Thus Gloria was afmind that the
Pembertons had nothing to feel superior about. dpsrftamel@ould lay
claim to a distant ducal connection, but it wasassemoved as to be utterly
worthless. With a wry, private smile, Gloria reeall her sweet Rachel
saucily airing that opinion direct to Pamela whieeytwere sitting out a set
at the Winthrops' midsummer ball last year.



In fact, bearing in mind how her eldest daughtet ¢tantrived to put Pamela
firmly in her placeandbring about a proper introduction between June and
that woman's son on the very same occasion, it avasracle that her
schemes to matchmake the pair had been such aaralitg) success. June
and William were deeply in love, there would be rangl wedding and
nothing must spoil their joyous occasion. Glorissvea determined on that
score as was her eldest daughter.

Gloria slid a glance at Rachel; it skipped to Edgather and daughter had
retreated, still bristling, to opposite sides oé ttoom, ostentatiously far
apart. Yet in many ways they were so close. Batbksirn, protective of
people they cared about and apt to act rashly ampnlse. Yet they were
also at times ready with very sensible opiniongds just a shame that they
rarely accepted such common-sense advice themsethersit was offered.

A little smile touched Gloria's lips as she watclmed husband making an
effort to appear calm and convivial as he chatvedtiliam about the new

bay hunter he had that week purchased. For aliaiils upright, amenable
nature, she knew he would never come close toaiggldhe marvellous son
who had slipped so suddenly through Edgar's adygdingers six years

ago. What worried Gloria was that her husband leagmfully accepted that
particular relationship was lost to him...And hestu

Her grey eyes traversed to Rachel. In profile sb&éd quite breathtakingly
lovely as she rested her golden head on the casdraare and gazed off
over the cloud-darkling lawns. In such a demuierialg pose it was hard to
conceive she couldn't have any man she set her tveaBut, to Gloria's
infinite regret, she couldn't now bring to mind aygntleman who seemed to
pay serious attentions towards her eldest daudghder year or more, since
Rachel turned twenty-four, she had accepted thdtrseborn was likely to
remain a spinster, not only because gentlemen warg of her reputation
but because she herself would opt to keep thatsstat

It was unfair; other women had daughters with siguamd buck teeth who
had married well. She had a girl blessed with #rerse, classical beauty that
painters and poets swooned over and strove to reapith their craft, yet
still she remained unloved by any but her familyndMvould believe that
beneath those honed, fragile bones lay a steely avithat her cool, fair



loots concealed a bold and fiery temperament. Anen tthere was
Isabel...dear, sweet Isabel, lost to her so yowfigreé she had had a chance
of making a good match...Gloria felt her eyesilth tears. She mustn't
think of Isabel...not now. She had another daudgiteoncentrate on. June
was just as worthy of her attention as were RaahélSylvie, even though,
bless her, she never seemed to demand or reqasealit the others...

Approaching the open window where Rachel and Syteed together,
Gloria automatically tidied the curtains billowinga balmy breeze. Sylvie
suddenly leaned out over the sill again, snappé&d afvig of lilac and,
separating the cluster of blooms, presented ohertgister and the other to
her mama. Then, careless of her clothes or mod&styhoisted herself in a
white flash of ruffled drawers and petticoats rigler the ledge and slipped
away into the garden.

'Oh, that girl!" Gloria muttered ruefully. 'Trutb tell, there are days when |
wonder if she is a girl at all. She's the greatmsiboy of the four of you and
| thought you were never to be beaten on that s€we/ou remember your
tree-house and that collection of crawlies you Re@loria gave a delicate
shudder. 'You had quite a menagerie, as | recaeats, amphibians from
the pond, and that grass snake. Poor Isabel wgigdried witless by that
enormous furry caterpillar you put in her bed.er fhother's voice cracked
and she rapidly blinked her eyes.

Rachel bowed her head, letting the powdery perfupstals of Sylvie's gift
brush her face. 'Poor Isabel,’ she softly ech®eabr'Papa, too,' she added in
a wry tone. 'He has ever been disappointed withhasn't he? He would
have preferred it if | had been born a boy, | kndGwen | might have
collected beasts to my heart's content and had M¥hdas my inheritance to
his heart's content.’

'All fathers yearn for a son and heir, Rachel,'iether responded mildly.
'It's the way of the world." " 'It's why he wanteeé so soon married, isn't it?
To get his son at last. | was but nineteen,’ sitren@ed her mother in a raw
voice.



'‘Not so very young, my dear," Gloria rebutted. dsva month short of my
eighteenth birthday when | married your papa. | wasonth short of my
nineteenth birthday when you were born...’

‘That was then! | feel differently. Six years agedsn't ready to be anyone's
wifel'

"You said you were, Rachel. No one coerced youdwe@ Connor's
proposal, certainly not the man himself. You iresisthat you were in love.
Your papa needed to know that before he accepteth@s suit. Your
happiness was paramount. Perhaps | mistake my ,gogiss would have
said, at first, you were very much in love with ydance...'

'l was wrong. | made a mistake when still a teenaget | must pay and pay.'

‘That's not true, Rachel," Gloria soothed with &ltdao her voice and a
glance at her husband. 'You cannot honestly saywhaave persecuted you
over this, can you?'

'‘Besides, Papa has his son now," Rachel said, ledrblglher mother's gentle
honesty. 'William is a fine man; quite the pcrfadtition to any family.'

‘The lilac will be finished when June is marrigdloria changed the subject
after a significant pause, cupping the fragranetian her hand. 'Such a pity:
the chapel always looks so picturesque when thiedsugre in full bloom by
the lych-gate.’

'The roses will be out and the lilies...and thania& and sweet peas...’
Rachel smiled faintly. The gardens will look spl&h.. every thing will be
splendid.’

Rachel knew that her mother needed reassuranceuoh more than the

estate's variety of horticulture. But she hadréretated the wonderful show
of flowers they could expect next month. If anyémew Windrush and its

natural attributes, Rachel did. She was cogniséhttive entire estate: from
dry stone wall to chimney stack, from lilac bushiliopond. Every one of its

two hundred acres was familiar, dear to her. Amdjsually, despite being
female, one day it would be hers. As eldest childas her inheritance.



'l don't want to pry, my dear, but was Connor.. lukd..?'

Rachel gave a choke of laughter. "Yes, mama, heedimhnise me and, yes,
| believe he has an axe to grind, although fontleenent he keeps it suitably
sheathed. To be fair, he behaved very well...implelgc as Papa would put
it. He came to our assistance, actually, and butiintervention we might
even now be stranded in Charing Cross, watchingebRalph doing battle
with a brewer..." She gave her mother a conciseumtcof what had
occurred, and the people involved. Finally she ddtes odd; yesterday, |
would have sworn | could not have accurately descrihow he looks after
all this time. Yet | recognised him straight awdlgje moment Lucinda
pointed him out..." Tiny lilac buds were absenilyped away with her nails
and dropped through the window on to the dry elagtow.

'What did he say to you? What did you say to hintdd Yveren't rude,
Rachel, were you? Your papa would be furious itHoaight you had again
been mean to that man.’

'Of course not.' Rachel reassured her on a faughlafeeling her insides
squirm at the fib. In truth, sheas remorseful over her behaviour. Lord
Devane wasa stranger now and he had given herahcaase to be surly.

The lilac head was ferociously denuded, then tossetly. 'He said...well,

not much actually. He just mentioned he thoughtittie changed...'

The cadence of his Irish drawl had been imprintedier mind ever since:
You're little changed, Miss Meredith, and thatsdoate for me and pretty
disastrous for you...

A sense of deep foreboding had assailed her thereaf she'd watched him
stroll so casually away. His words had been cdretiiosen for effect, she
knew, and should not be too carefully attended, sjet had constantly
picked them over for hidden meaning. During therriage ride home,

Lucinda had said that she'd certainly detectedasardn his comment, but
nothing more sinister. In fact, she'd admitteditalihg his humour rather

droll and appealing, which had earned her a scawh fRachel.

But Rachel had felt reassured by Lucinda's objectiginion, and by the
time she reached Beaulieu Gardens had decideddrhDevane's remarks



were intended to be crushing rather than threageie had been ironically
giving thanks for having escaped marriage to a wowmlao was still, as he
saw it, sadly lacking in the basic graces. Hadghen a fig how he took to
her after six years, she might have felt mortifidbdit she didn't, so she
wasn't...

As her reflection subsided, Rachel became conscibner mother's steady
gaze. Casually, she resumed recounting the defdhss afternoon's events.
‘Then Lord Devane departed in his phaeton with rmafe companion.
Lucinda believes the woman is an Italian operaesingho is allegedly all
the rage and very popular with the gentlemen. igimathey are...are in a
liaison: she seemed keen for him to rejoin her, naitness her flirting
with a few macaronis who were dawdling about. AnywéaRachel
concluded on a smile, 'l am quite glad now thatdiehappen upon each
other. After six years, the dreaded meeting hasecand gone...and good
riddance. And I'm sure his lordship feels the samag. Whatever Papa says,
| am glad the Earl of Devane had the good sensereamhers to reject the
wedding invitation and stay well away. He obvioudBems it best not to
socialise with us and 1, for one, do not feel wallsbe deprived of his
company. Quite the reverse.’'

'It sounds as though his lady friend might havenbidaria Laviola...'
'Yes, | think that's the name that Lucinda mentibne

Gloria Meredith seemed about to add something, omtinsome smile

closed her dropped jaw, not further conversatidme fiews that Signora
Laviola was to be guest of honour at the Pembertoasicaleplanned for

later in the week might, on reflection, be besttkepherself.

She patted affectionately at her eldest dauglderis while pondering that
if the feted diva was Devane's mistress, then heldvprobably deign to
attend that evening. If Rachel knew, she might ibbssnake excuses to
stay away. Gloria didn't want that. Her eldest deegs unusual absence
from their family party might stir more spitefulesgulation than would her
appearance at the same venue as the man she hacalwusly jilted.
Rachel was right: the dreaded reunion was over. \tittias now time for all
concerned to treat the affair as old news and retheegossips disappointed.



With another little pat at Rachel's arm she apgredcJune and William,
determined to try and prise out of her prospectime-in-law a few details
about his mother's chosen outfit for the nuptials.



Chapter Three

He was glad he still had that effect on her, Corthought as he watched
Rachel Meredith blush. Even when they'd been emyagdes would colour
prettily at the sight of him. In his youthful arragce, he'd liked to imagine it
was in pleasure. His cynical smile strengthenedsiog her to sharply turn
her head. Now he knew differently. She'd blushexhttas she did now,
because his presence disconcerted her and shedwarder other of them
to be elsewhere. A mean achievement, to be swertheless, a part of him
was satisfied knowing something was the same: shen‘ entirely
indifferent to him.

Under cover of a laughing conversation with higpbtether, he leisurely
repositioned himself so he could discreetly stuely Hlis eyes skimmed her
sylph-like silhouette, sheathed in opalescent Bille Was she presenting
him with her best side? he wryly wondered, as gissdingered on her
perfect profile. Her golden ringlets looked artjudirranged, the column of
her long neck beneath the burnished coils of hesembled flawless
alabaster. Quite a goddess, he reflected ironicdiln winced. It was too
much truth for comfort. Earlier this week he'd seenat close quarters and
he'd not managed to stop thinking of her since.d@ngly, he'd had to
admit to himself that, even though approaching tysix, she was
certainly as lovely as she ever had been. Now steeon her feet, with her
figure properly displayed, she was revealed tosoalaring and desirable as
the nineteen- year old temptress who'd enslaved lhenything, her shape
looked lusciously fuller.

And God knew she had tempted him, behaving likevace Jezebel while
he had behaved like a eunuch, who also acquiescadt tblind, deaf and
dumb. He'd not been unaware six years ago thabdlkteasing glances
from her big blue eyes were not exclusively hivifgge. Louche gallants
who preyed on and pandered to the vanity of resperismales had been
similarly enticed by his beloved. Those gentlemad telished seeing him
suffer in silence whilst his future wife playfullgcted the coquette and
treated him like a risible fool.

He was cognisant witheau mondetiquette: a lady—especially one whose
reputation was protected by a formal relationshipasypermitted to have



her circle of admirers. He knew, too, that a digm&jealousy by a partner
was seen as unnecessary and vulgar. Even so,lthdrbeen times when
polite society mores putiiis teeth on edge, whenplaitience and endurance
had been strained to the limit. On one particulecagion at Vauxhall
Gardens, Rachel's blatant flirting with a dandiffep he was known to
detest had engendered such mischievous gossipkmtde ignored. He'd
been on the point of dragging her into the neaiasket, to teach her a
lesson in prudent behaviour around aroused mem wihe'd smiled at him
as though no one else mattered.

So he'd let her be, even though knowing there it iinore implied than
that she'd mastered the art of defusing his irekaeging him tame. He had
been in love with her, and curbing his temper,mée needs and acting in
the way he thought she'd wanted had become se@ndenHow wrong
he'd been. She hadn't ever wanted him at all. Egrithhad all been some
sort of childish game she had decided to play ardrens...only her terms,
or he paid a forfeit.

Of their own volition his eyes were straying to bedy again. He watched
her sense his scrutiny, become flustered beneathraving eyes. She
half-turned towards him as though she might chghkerhis covert
observation with a steely glare. Instead, she faral to her face; it cupped
a rosy cheek, then fussed at her hair before sliteetsely presented him
with her graceful back.

A very sardonic smile slanted his sensual lips;pfeerocative little madam
with come-hither eyes was gone. Perhaps in thanmi man with a shorter
fuse than he had treated her to a much-needednlaeasmodesty and
respectful behaviour. He'd heard she'd abortedr dib&othals over the
years and now was considered on the shelf; notgpiliyybecause of her age,
for her inheritance was a tempting lure, but beeaslse was branded a
heartless tease who might make ridiculous any ntemdared approach her.

She certainly exuded an air of tranquil detachmemter frost-blue gown
and, though he couldn't compare them now her baskiwrned, he knew the
shade matched her large, icy eyes.



Since the moment he'd caught sight of her lookow and content, chatting
to her friend in her landau, he'd wanted to upset dquilibrium. Yet,
strangely, when she'd been hemmed in on all sigésligerent men, he'd
been only a moment or two entertained by her pesdént before he'd
found himself stepping in to help. And why he'd m#uoat stupid remark on
taking his leave, he'd no idea. Simply to unsditie he supposed.

And now he had the urge to do it again. He wardedrtp her of hauteur and
deliberately make her hurt the way she had delibraurt him. He wanted
to be her nemesis. And that was curious. Six yagoshe'd congratulated
himself—others had, too—on coping admirably withe thoss and

humiliation of being jilted. Then he'd forgotterrhde'd fought a war, made
enemies, made friends, made money—he'd even megletze or twice in

amongst the numerous couplings he'd enjoyed. Natgause his lost
flancee looked beautiful and unmarked by any ohé&,was consciously
acknowledging his need for revenge.

He dropped his eyes from her, quelling a twingeselff-disgust, and
indicated to his brother they should move. Makimgjtp responses to the
many greetings received en route, he allowed J&s@teer him slowly
through the people thronging the Pembertons’ hglMzxentually they'd

picked a path to a dual stairway that marched mrsgtrical twisting

sweeps to the reception rooms above. Through theoflia hundred
conversations, Connor could detect instrumentsgaeined in readiness for
tonight's concert. As he mounted the first steg tliscordant medley
became more distinct because the cacophony in @éhedy no longer

buffered the sound. Instinctively he knew the luall conversations was
significant to him and he glanced up.

His mistress was gliding down the stairs towardas im a pure white gown
dotted here and there with scarlet rosebuds. Itieaeh artfully designed to
display an alluring decolletage while the gossaimlels of the skirt hinted at
the exotic skin beneath.

Some considerate soul had thought to open every aod window the

house possessed to try and expel the heavy heaefbaed to disperse at
dusk. A welcome, tepid breeze had been flickerhvegdandle flames and
cooling the brows of stuffily attired gentlemen.Wa reversed its effect: a



sudden gusting draught got beneath the gauze aaMlakirt and made it
billow as high as her shapely nude knees. Countiessts were suddenly
being loosened from inflamed throats and a colleatnale sigh whispered
about the vestibule. Some ladies, recognising itpessand girding their

loins for a little amatory skirmish later, cursée dratted woman.

Connor just caught Maria's low, amused chuckle shetadopted a bashful
mien whilst restraining the fine material taut a&srder lissom thighs.

In absolute silence she continued her descent toareds him while he
watched her from beneath lazy lids. Idly he wondesbether he'd be the
one paying handsomely for the indecent scrap giplegsure to so many.
His secretary had presented him with a stack ¢ dr his perusal that
morning. A good amount seemed to be from millineranodistes who
claimed to have turned out yards of lady's fin@rpis name.

Maria's sultry gaze was roving his face and shéeshain intimate, exclusive
welcome before her sloe eyes condescended toatbp tvaiting, watching
assembly. Her small chin tilted proudly, sendingpple of thick black
ringlets over her bare shoulders.

Rachel, in common with everyone else, was viewirggexplicitly sensual
display with an absorbed fascination. The atmosplseemed to crackle
with a shocking excitement. She found it impossibleok away, as Maria
Laviola triumphantly joined the Earl of Devane twe wide, wine-red step.
Thesignorathen melted so close to him it seemed his brdadkbjacketed
torso was emerging from a tousled white sheet. Allshand was slipped
possessively through his arm before Maria turnedréet the gentleman
accompanying the Earl. With an inaudible murmureafognition, Rachel
identified him as his stepbrother, Jason Davenpbe.soprano's sable curls
bounced prettily as she went on tip-toe to whigpéer lover's ear. Then her
lips were hovering close to Jason's fair hair Agla intimate conversation
was bestowed on him, too.

Th£ woman was revelling in the role of femme fée t&achel realised. She
adored the undivided attention it brought her, sthppretending to be
unaware of it. And now, having theatrically skettheer territory to the
ladies present, she was apparently satisfied. Bbged an olive-skinned



hand through the crook of one arm of each of hergamions and the trio
proceeded slowly up the snake of stairway.

As they neared the top, Rachel came to her senggsrked her head away
from the sight of the two tall, urbane gentlemed #re dainty, voluptuous
woman swaying sinuously between them. It was ohbntshe became
aware that a number of people with long memories malice on their
minds were now openly staring at her. While she Ibeeh observing the
man who had once been her fiance with his mistresslshe was quite
aware now, as was everyone, that the woman heldpibsition in his
life—she had been, in turn, eagerly watched. Hactren to that rousing
little tableau had doubtless been part of the &itenent, for tomorrow, in
their clubs and drawing rooms, they could leisugigsect it, embellish it,
read in to it what they would.

Her sister's prospective mother-in-law was standiloge by with Lady
Winthrop. The tubby Baroness was slyly regarding I$® was Pamela
Pemberton, who seemed equally amused. Much tdilagria, Rachel could
feel betraying blood seeping into her cheeks, comfig their suspicions
over her sensitivity to the scene.

The woman is a spiteful bitch, Rachel realised waithang of pity for her
sweet sister's plight. That depressing thought jaed by another: her
guilt at having a hand in inextricably linking Jim&iture to Pamela's. She'd
been the one to introduce June to William before fsily comprehended
what an old besom was his mother. Thank heaverlg@Wiwas nothing like
her in looks or character! He seemed to favour fateer. Alexander
Pemberton had always seemed to Rachel to be aakiha@ivil man with a
pleasanter countenance than his sharp-featuredpagieessed and none of
her airs and graces.

Rachel succeeded in wiping the smirks from these$aby forcing a serene
smile. With a hissed instruction for June to prepir action, she linked
arms with her younger sister and went to do battle.

Without preamble or even a greeting for her soutsré wife, Pamela
launched into, 'We were just saying, Miss Merediths that not the Irish
gentleman you once were—?"



'Oh, well spotted, Mrs Pemberton! How very clevéyou to recall it all
from so many years ago. La, but | had almost foadpatut it myself. How
odd that such a trifle has intrigued you for theadion. Yes, it is indeed the
gentlemen | refused to marry. And how nice it i$elel comforted by one's
youthful conduct. | swear at the time, for a daysorat least, wasin two
minds...'

Lady Winthrop smiled thinly, and faux surprise séet sooty eyebrows
soaring into her chalky forehead. 'l find that herdelieve, Miss Meredith.
'Tis indeed strange that an unwed lady, her dedrubé&hind her, should
congratulate herself on having rejected such aybéi catch. Why, above
half of the debutantes at Almack's on Wednesdaldspeak of nothing but
Lord Devane and how best to hook his attention. fémeainder were
already spoken for and looking quite put out. | dvgrew mighty tired of
hearing young ladies lisping his praises.' Her spdaishes fluttered at the
ceiling, her voice chanted in a squeaky pitch, 'Hmmdsome he is, how
charming he is, how rich he is...'

'How unavailable he is..." Rachel descanted.
Lady Winthrop's gaze relinquished the plaster deto stab at her.

'His lordship looks to be well catered for in terance stakes, wouldn't you
say?' Rachel explained innocently.

Pamela Pemberton snickered. 'l think the youngetadiy friend spoke of
might insist on a more.tegular relationship with the Earl than perhaps he
presently enjoys with Signora Laviola.'

'Oh, I have it on good authority it is a very.. kg relationship that the Earl
enjoys with Signora Laviola,' Rachel whipped batyeezing comfortingly

at her sister's arm as she heard June choke inrexebment. She was
edging dangerously close to being outrageouslyseoaiell-bred ladies,

even those with their debut far behind them, didtali so indelicately. She

wasn't sure she cared how that affedted It was damage to her family's
reputation, and especially June's, with her magriagninent, that made her
employ a little control and caution. This, aftel, akas a member of her
sister's new family...however horrendous the idea.



Mrs Pemberton glanced uneasily about as thoughgyorgdthe wisdom of
continuing to be party to such rough banter. Juag tlven on the receiving
end of one of her glares as though she, the onlgopepresent to have
contributed nothing, was guilty of something.

As June flushed miserably beneath that spiteflénsicensure, Rachel
bridled and became more determined to squarelythekislame. 'Actually, |
have a little relatedn ditto share..." she whispered, then deliberatelygrhus
and inclined her head conspiratorially. The oldeomen exchanged a
glance, then, too intrigued to care of vulgaritygwed their gross turbans
closer to the sleek golden ringlets. 'l understaémat it is with great
regularity that his lordship...attends tsignora'srecitals. He is not known
to have missed even one.' She smiled as the disgpgovomen recoiled in
unison. Their rouged lips became more corrugatedegsstraightened their
necks.

Actually, Rachel understood nothing of the sorte $tadn't the faintest
notion whether his lordship listened to his misdremg or not. Nor did she
care a jot either way. What did vastly annoy hes wWaat she'd come here
unaware what was in store for her. Had she knoha veould as lief have
spent the evening locked in a library with nothiteg read but Philip
Moncur's poetry. As it was she couldn't even reétneane to that task. If she
cried off, pleading illness, it would only agitateore gossip. There was
nothing to be done but endure this evening asdtestould.

'‘Well, | dare say your parents don't find the whuolgtter as amusing as you
seem to, miss,' the childless Baroness primly tectu’Four daughters to
settle is no joke. | know | should not like it aleokalf if a younger girl of
mine were married before the eldest were off tledfsh

"It is as well then that you will never be so trag) ma'am," Rachel said
sweetly, pointedly.

'Indeed, no, | should not like it either,” Pameaigeijected shrilly as she
noticed her friend's ruddy countenance boilinghat fibe. 'Although now,
of course, | believe I'm right in saying there b three Meredith girls. For
poor Isabel is gone...and what a terrible to-d¢ thast have been for your
poor mother. | can't imagine such private grief...'



'Indeed...and that's why it's best not to speak.dEspecially on such a
public occasion as this." The masculine voice wagelding and held more
than a hint of cold disgust.

Pamela's complexion pinked beneath her powderetosked at her only

child. She adored him and was chary of his scoldirey her love to gossip,

although as she impressed on him, time and adere tvas no harm done,
for no malice was involved... To reinforce thisegfave her beloved boy a
sugary smile; he returned her one that bled furtb&rur into her cheeks.

June's relief at the sight of him was almost awglidhd, with a tender smile,
he drew his willing fiancee close to his side.

'‘And, of course, | was mistaken," Pamela self-inepnded with a jovial

hand flap. 'La, | forgot to say that June is sdtblg soon marrying into our
family... and very welcome...which just leaves Mizchel and little Miss
Sylvie at home. And several years, I'd say, to yloaingster's come-out by
the look of her. Although, when last | saw herhbught, My! isn't she

growing talll And so pretty! Quite a heart- breakerthe making, to be
sure..." Aware that perhaps that was an unwisergditsen, taking into

account Miss Rachel's history, she ceased herechatt! fiddled with her
thin ringlets.

I'm sure you're right, ma'am,” Rachel sighed, @ngp the woman's
discomfit. '"And no remedy for it; | believe it'damily trait.’

Pamela stabbed a fierce look at her tormentor, shevelled her eyes about,
seeking an escape route. 'Why, June, | think lysee mother over there,’
she burst out. 'l must just go and speak with har essentials... the
wedding, you know..." With a meaning-, ful nod aidy Winthrop, the two
matrons were hurrying gladly away.

'I'd like to say she means nothing by it," Williaffiered quietly, 'but I'm not
sure how honest a statement it would be.’

'Well, we must give her the benefit of the douhirie said gamely. 'l believe
she sincerely finds Sylvie pretty.’



'And do you believe that she sincerely welcomestgaour family?” June
looked flustered, her eyelashes aflutter, as shevestfor a diplomatic
answer.

"You are sincerely welcomed by me, with all my heauy love.'

'l know," his fiancee whispered, her glisteningela/es clinging adoringly
to his face.

'‘Well..." Rachel said, feeling exceedingly contdnyet also intrusive, T
think I'll just go and seek out Lucinda and Palknow they arrived some
while ago—before we did—I saw their carriage stappethe curb as we
drew up outside." With a few backward steps sh@ihafurned away. She
knew that neither her sister nor William were rgalbnscious of her poor
excuse to discreetly depart. Their eyes, theirghts) were with each other.

It was easy now to negotiate a path through thenalsly: just a few groups
of people, absorbed in their private conversatiovese about the flagged
hallway. Most of the guests had already moved ¢éonttusic room bn the
first floor, or were on the stairs, en route. Racloteured the colourful mass
of bodies, garish as exotically plumed birds saphieneath a glaring light.
Halfway up, on the left-hand side, she spied heemqta, with their hostess.
The woman's turban was almost horizontal as simedriaer neck to see past
her father to talk to her mother. Inwardly Racheiled. Mrs Pemberton was
apparently all amiability now she had takfen admtn from her son.
William obviously knew how to deal with his mothdde was a fine
gentleman... a wonderful gentleman. Rachel was anocee pleased to
acknowledge her sister's good fortune and acceggepfor having a hand in
it.

About to start up the stairs herself, for she ccedr the fluting opening
bars of a melody, she gave one last peer aboentipgying vestibule for her
friends. As a group of men moved away from wheey tiad been lounging
against the wall, she located Lucinda and Paul & snjust behind. She
ignored the dandies ogling her and, tilting hemglset off to join them.
Beforeshewas halfway there, her pace was faltering. Onetlosspection,
they, too, had the look of people who would prédeoe alone. Lucinda was
coyly angling her dark eyes up to her husband's faith a very fond



expression animating her countenance. Paul seebtetbas to all but his
wife's ardent attention. Slowly he raised a sirigfiger to caress one of her
flushed cheeks.

Rachel took two swift steps backwards, desperatéonbe noticed by the
couple. Swishing about, she diverted out of sigitkbto the stairs. She
hesitated, a solitary figure on the bottom steg rtelodic air drifting down
doing nothing to lift her sudden melancholy. Herdslender fingers began
sliding agitatedly over the slippery polished b#ersvhile she attempted to
qguell a tightening in her chest. Horrified, sheliszal that she might cry.
That absurd notion prompted her to instead st@gugh behind an unsteady
hand.

How could she feel lonely with her family arfdends close by? she
impatiently rebuked herself. She had every reasded| elated. Her best
friend wasenceinteand in love, and her dear sister June would s@n b
married to the nicest gentleman of anyone's actpraie. The hurting lump
in her throat seemed undiminished by thus bolggehier spirits. Blinking
her eyes, she swallowed, gripped the handrail @okla determined step up.
After two more she felt better, recovered enougpad her damp lashes.
There was no shame in entering a room unaccomphbwiiand or relative.
It was only an odd circumstance that she shouldrbleer own. She drew a
shivery, steadying breath, bravely shaking back lm@r that gleamed
beneath a thousand flames like spun gold, and thake

The ensuing gasp was involuntary and quite audibismay held her
momentarily spellbound; then, with a clumsy bolg slas sidling sideways
on the damson carpet to grab at the opposite lean3tipping it as though it
might save her life, she again began to mounttdiessvhilst, with blurred
eyes, she minutely examined William's ancestorschiag off up the wall.
Peripheral vision kept her aware that a pair of cules black-clad legs, a
step or two above her, were keeping pace with $emge. Then, as though
irritated with climbing stairs backwards, he crak$ige tread. He came so
close she stopped, desperately smearing awayuaarser fingers while
studying an especially fearsome-looking warriorwgtang at her from
beneath a visor.

‘Shall we get this over with?'



'l beg your pardon.’
'l said...shall we get this over with?'
'l heard the words, sir, it's the meaning that pssane.’

Realising that speaking to a gilt-framed portraigimh seem strange, she
abruptly spun about on the wide stair, and rested dack against the
banister. She looked Boldly, challengingly at himough spiky wet lashes.
He was handsome, she had to admit. And very imgo&liuite frighteningly
so. She didn't recall, six years ago, ever hawitgritimidated by him. Now
she did. Or perhaps she just felt stupid...forrgyior no reason. But then
she wouldn't cry now. Not in front of him. He wonldknow, any way... it
didn't show...

A corner of his mouth tilted her a smile, while ies'y blue eyes lingered on
her face. He was still watching her when his héialléd, indicating the top

of the stairs. There are above a hundred peopéetbreight who are anxious
for an incident to gossip over tomorrow. They'elikto concern you and
me.'

'Well, they shall have to settle for a gossip oy@u and your...your friend
who sings very well, I'm told. | should like to tk® to her,” Rachel
announced briskly and, gathering her skirt in oaad) she renewed her
flight up the stairs. Before she'd achieved thtepss her way was barred by
a dark arm fastening on the polished mahogany & meh in front of her
bosom. She seemed to sway dangerously backwairttie @pot.

'‘Be sensible, Miss Meredith. It need take only foreten minutes; a little
polite conversation, a smile or two.. .perhaps wghmeven manage to
dance together and really confound them.’

Rachel swallowed, then pivoted back to face hinwds sensible advice.
Even in her agitation she knew that. They wouldenele left alone;
speculation as to the one's high or low regardHerother would always
prevail until the matter was finally laid to rest & display of indifference.



What had she to lose by making an appearance oélbashatting to this
man she had once callously jilted on the eve ofrteedding? She
moistened her full soft lips. 'l believe my fatheais kind enough to present
you with the opportunity to quash rumours of amygéring bitterness
between us...by attending my sister's wedding maxtth.'

‘That's next month. This is now. Why wait so long?'

'Why, indeed?' Rachel rejoined softly after a Igyause. For an awful

moment she thought he might make no more of itggndBut his expression
suddenly softened from an impassive study into desrm a move that

seemed oddly conciliatory to Rachel, he steppedndmaoin her on her

lower step rather than expecting her to rise totmiee. His bow might have

been a little mocking, though, she supposed, &gliout an arm. It was the
least she could expect. After a tiny hesitation loerg, elegant fingers

hovered on his sleeve, and for the first time xysars she allowed Connor
Flinte to escort her to polite society at play.



Chapter Four

The first people Rachel noticed as they walkedilense into the music
room were her parents. Through a chink in a curbistirring bodies she
saw that her mother was facing her, her fatherptasenting his solid squat
back to the entrance. And Mrs Pemberton was, insee still their good

friend.

Rachel observed the moment that her mother caught ef them: she
abruptly ceased talking. After a stupefied secdmd, Meredith's neat little
jaw sagged further, making her appear a deal mafeuwdd double-chinned
than she actually was. Her expression, so sevalteled, prompted Pamela
Pemberton to inquisitively crane her neck aboutotate what was so
astonishing. Fortunately, the human shutter wasdlf closing. Rachel was
grateful for being spared her hostess's immedidémteon. But it would
come. Oh, it would certainly come.

Her father, of course, was oblivious to it all, f@ was not attending to the
ladies' chatter, but to his own. Despite standirith vihis wife, Edgar
Meredith was actually conversing with a man in aeotgroup. Positioned
like bookends, rigid-backed and with hands in ptgkthey were talking
with their chins jutting parallel to their shouldeeyes darting up and down
to the ceiling while they jigged from foot to fodEdgar's interlocutor
seemed equally bored with the company, even ththgladies in his circle
looked considerably younger and rather glamordugas a moment before
she realised that the man was in fact her fathesther-in-law. It was a long
time since she had seen Nathaniel Chamberlain laadarely recognised
him. Never a handsome man, in the interim he hadrbe quite podgy and
quite bald.

Nathaniel was married to her papa'’s sister, Phylii®o had refused to have
anything to do with her brother, or his family, @nRachel scandalously
jilted Connor. Phyllis had been quite happy to basthe glory of having
been the one to bring together her niece and time cdoone of her
acquaintances. For Phyllis and Lady Davenport mag onoved in the same
circle. Rachel wondered, as she had many timegdeier the years, if
they still did...



As Rachel peeked at her papa and his brother-indaeswas stabbed with
an ache of remorse: it was because of her jiltiegnan beside her that these
once good friends must make conversation in sudaralestine fashion.

It had been at one of the Chamberlains' mediotite dances that Rachel,
then nineteen years old, had first been introduoeithe handsome young
Major. In common with the other young debutantessent, she had found
him wonderfully attractive with his glossy blackihand sapphire eyes and
that soft southern Irish brogue that so swoonirglgeyed his tone. When
he singled her out for particular attention thateremg, she had been
unbelievably flattered and so pleased. Not leasalige so many of her
peers could barely contain their bitter-eyed eMas; she had to admit that,
at nineteen, beating her rivals to him had conaidlgr boosted Major
Connor Flinte's appeal.

Determinedly, she looked about, took in her surdings. At present she
was a bystander to the action; soon she wouldsbeeitvous protagonist.
Her senses seemed heightened in anticipation tfith@as she absorbed all
manner of minor detail from the threshold of thegbl, aromatic room.

Verbena and lavender from cologne, and spice frenfumes and buffet

foods mingled in the sultry air, infiltrating heostrils like incense.

On a small raised dais Signora Laviola had been stuffling sheets of
music in her hands, presumably in readiness td &t performance.
Rachel noticed that Lord Harley and one of his m®mvere loitering about
the foot of the stage, like faithful puppies. Sphically a rewarding smile
was tossed their way. One such flashing look froendiva darted directly
from her lapdogs to her lover. Rachel watched thshf of recognition
narrow Maria's eyes. Probably she remembered hmn ftheir brief
exchange of glances in Charing Cross during theousmvith the vehicles '
locking wheels. Rachel sensed the dark almond slgs over her. The
woman's suspicion was quite legitimate; twice theek thesignorahad
watched the Earl pay her obvious attention. Shetheethostile appraisal
challengingly for a second or two, then with a tokbutter-coloured curls
turned her head.

And that was just the start! It seemed that evegretshe then looked she
was subjected to a shrewd scrutiny.



Ruefully, she wished that, on the stairs moments age had declined to
take part in this singular scheme to secure thetm &guiet life. And it had

only been moments ago, despite the fact she falti@aggh she'd hesitated
here for hours instead of minutes. A spurious shédwoncord no longer

seemed such a good idea at all!

Pamela Pemberton's eyes had finally homed in andbarry, resulting in a
comically astonished grimace. That was the finavet Rachel's facade of
composure crumbled. An irrepressible choke of l&eighad her quivering
helplessly against her escort.

Connor looked down at her, then angled his ravex be see her demurely
averted face shielding a tortured expression. ®aedhhim swear softly in

relief, then drawl, Tor a moment there | thoughti yeere crying again.

What's so funny it's transformed tears to laughter?

His unwanted perception was exactly what RachedegeHer hysteria was
immediately stifled. She put up her chin; indeedifted so high her eyes
skimmed the ceiling before flitting over a sea ddtehing faces. Some
people she recognised and knew would recall thedsd¢aothers, fairly new
to the social scene, had simply sensed the atmosgingendered by their
appearance and had grasped something gossip-wedbyafoot. Yet she
managed to reply coolly, Tm not...l wasn't evelirggy You're mistaken, sir,
I'm afraid.’

'Fine. You've not been crying. Let's not bicker digpel the myth too soon.’
With a sideways look, he added mildly, 'We've beell and truly spotted,
so try not to look quite so downcast. We're aimirfgr
harmony...carefree...remember? Now, do you wajtimoyour parents?’

'‘No! Not quite yet, sir, if you don't mind." Thadt word was barked; in
mitigation, the others emerged in such a meek venige had to stoop to
hear them. Rachel cleared her throat and endeaVvtmthink of something
else to say, so that she could converse in a gyoperdulated tone and
prove she was quite ablEhenshe caught sight of her papa...and his wide
smile...and his wink!



A small involuntary groan escaped her and her égeliiropped in
exasperated embarrassment. Oh, she knew how mudhther liked this
man...had always liked this man. She might veryndo® on the receiving
end of any amount of his unsubtle praise and indoeifhat horrifying
realisation made her blurt gruffly, 'Might we sitey there? Just for a few
moments, if you please, sir?' She indicated a galebve by staring
pointedly at it. If they headed that way they npass very few people, yet it
wasn't quite a retreat either.

As Connor steered her towards the small table ged @hairs set adjacent
to the door, Rachel was aware that their progreas being closely
monitored by sharp eyes and sibilant voices.

Rachel settled gratefully into the chair her espoiitely pulled out for her.
She thanked him as, nonchalantly, he rested a th@ncblour of mahogany
on its ' rosewood rail.

'Well, let's start with the weather," Connor drahile his easy, Irish tone.

To an observer, his expression must have lookeasately bland; only
Rachel understood the ironic amusement in thelidiseen his thick black
lashes.

'Now, would you say it was hotter today than yekgP Do you think it
might rain later this week?' He looked off into th&ldle distance, for all the
world adopting the idle attitude of a man doing disty bya female
acquaintance. With a ghost of a smile, he murmtogedburnished crown of
golden hair, 'By the time we get to the likelihootla storm brewing, |
imagine our hostess might be upon us. She looksve already covered
some ground there. Several lordly folk have beémeskabout en route.’

'Perhaps she momentarily finds you so much morerting, my lord...being
new to the ranks.'

Connor idly examined his nails, then spoke to th&rhat sounds pretty
much like sour grapes, Rachel. Now, does the faat itm an earl bother
you?'



'‘Nothing about yowothersme, my lord. Why on earth would it?' Rachel
shot back honey-voiced, yet the emphasis on hisdbtitle dripped rebuff.
She'd not given him leave to be so familiar andhesegiven name.

He seemed unaffected by the reproof and laughdd. I'@on't know...
Perhaps now I've risen in the ranks | imaginedeimeight be certain things
you regret...'

Rachel's sugary smile turned coy. Slowly her féted to his, mock enquiry
winging her eyebrows. Pretty blue eyes peeped ynathrough a nest of
silky brunette lashes. It was a charming pose..sbwtasted effort: his
attention was elsewhere. Without taking a propesk|do verify her
suspicions, Rachel immediately identified the reabehind his steady,
discreet regard for the opposite end of the roone. Isad twice before this
evening been an unwilling witness to a smouldeggge man, captivated
by his lady-love. She even knew when his mistreas gatisfied with his
wordless reassurance, for he remembered her aainthe trifling little
charade in which they were co- starring.

'Don't look so tense, Rachel...Miss Meredith," berected himself with
studied solemnity. 'People will think I'm keepinguyhere with a concealed
weapon pointing hard at you.'

On immediate reflection his words seemed to disprtignately amuse him.
He choked a private laugh at the ceiling, whichy@drved to make Rachel
feel increasingly wretched. But it was her own hetar that disturbed her
the most. With a flash of insight she realised Ishe been on the point of
mimicking the behaviour she had seen her sister fzrdfriend use.
Unbelievably, she had wanted to flirt with a manowtad every right to
despise her. Naturally, he'd been oblivious toscbeme. Had his boredom
been feigned, as a deliberate snub, it would haea kasier to bear, but he'd
simply been distracted, far more partial to hissprd love than his past.

At nineteen, she had managed to twine a respectgdrM the Hussars
about her little finger. For months he had danceedeently to her tune...
whichever she demanded be played. Now he ignorddHoe a few vital

seconds she'd hovered on the brink of desiringle tapport with him...and



he had ignored her! And why should he not? And siuld she care? Or
feel humbled?

But she did.

People never ignored her; especially not men. Sigatmot be liked very
much, but she was never overlooked. A knot of arfgmniliation was

writhing in her, threatening to eject her from ttieair and propel her,
childlike, to find her parents. But she mustn't mwmay, not just yet, for
through the blinding heat of her indignation shalised that Pamela
Pemberton was indeed hovering very close.

For appearances' sake the woman was exchangingv godefunctory
sentences with each new group she happened uplo&mmeandering course
of her beeline towards them. Once she joined tloghers would, too. Then
any further opportunity to talk privately with thman would be unlikely.
Tomorrow she and her mother and sisters were liegito Windrush with
their wedding clothes, to begin earnest preparationJune's nuptials. Her
papa was following a day or two later when he h@atthuded his business in
the City.

Lord Devane might soon repair to his Irish estass/e for odd, remote
chance, she would never again set eyes on him.ediydd was imperative
that before they parted, they talk properly. Shate@ to conduct herself in
a way that gained his full attention, if not hispect. So far she had acted
like a silly, wistful girl: first wallowing in maulth self-pity on the stairs,
then making a clumsy attempt to act the coquette. rSight have been a
gauche miss, fresh from the schoolroom, insteaca akoman in her
twenty-sixth year, who had once...no, three tinlesen engaged to be
married.

She glanced up, unwittingly catching Mrs Pembestobeady eye.
Panic-stricken, she willed their hostess to reméiere she was, just long
enough for her to...quickly apologise. There wagasy way and no time to
delay. It was so simple, so focused now. Theirdile#l; his devotion, her
destructiveness; the whole messy business of ttiegji needed to be
resurrected simply to properly lay it to rest.



Pamela's shrill voice, just a yard away, launchedrito hasty, quiet speech.

‘You are quite correct, sir. | do have regretshpps the greatest of which is
that owning to it has taken so long. But first Ishstress that your elevation
to the peerage has not prompted what | am aboatitat. I'm sorry for
having behaved badly towards you. Not only six geago, but more
recently. | was rude to you when you helped mehenrvad the other day.
And there was no reason for it. | could claim ndtigg circumstances, such
as shock at the surprise encounter, but it reatlyldn’t do. There was no
excuse. Accordingly, | understand why you said wiat did in retaliation
to my lack of manners, and what you meant by deéd, | can only agree
that you made a lucky escape six years ago, eymrhips it didn't seem so
to you at the time. We would not have suited..e Shallowed, polished her
nails furiously with her thumb, aware that she wdlenow had his
unwavering attention despite the fact her eyes mmtanquished her lap.
'So, thank you for preventing Ralph being hurt. isldar too old to be
fighting with younger men. | rung him a peal abthat when we arrived
home. | was also glad you gave that beastly madest set-down. He has
no right to hold such a position, for he did exag¢ewhat occurred to the
point of falsehood... Why, hello, Mrs Pembertonrd.®evane and | were
just saying how unconscionably hot and humid it besn this week. We
believe a storm must be brewing.’

Rachel plucked from her reticule a dainty fan. #swsnapped open with a
wrist-flick and she proceeded to sway the lace feefber flushed
complexion.

She couldn't look at him although she desperateinted to gauge his
reaction to her concise, blurted apology. Was hasaa by it? Disgusted
that the part that greatly required her remorseldaadly been touched upon?
Possibly he was now indifferent to any mentiontoitiwas so very long
overdue, after all.

The most she could claim was that he'd been ta@ckeby her impromptu
dialogue. Naturally, after six silent years, he'dt mave deemed her
estimable enough for repentance. It was too lttile late and was scant
consolation for the pain and humiliation he'd ohad to endure. But it was
better than nothing. And it was all he would gdte $elt remarkably calm;



release sighed through her, as though a burdeah Iseeh unaware she was
carrying had been lifted from her, leaving just giest of Isabel to haunt
her memory...

Quietly, Rachel listened to Pamela Pemberton efélgiwelcoming her
eligible male guest while in her mind she obliquelgistered the other peers
present and concluded that, yes, her former fiave® the most eminent;
Pamela's oleaginous gushing was merited and taperted.

She knew the woman's eyes constantly scoured loer faoping for a
noteworthy, stray reaction, so Rachel continuedeatrally admire her
bright and brash surroundings from behind the gussdool cooling her
complexion. Another few minutes and it would be rajppiate to move on
and join her parents. Just another few minutessaedvould be free...

'‘Now, | must accuse you, my dear, of being a nauditte tease this

evening. | think some other people hereabouts nagbtribe you thus too...'
Shrewdly guessing at Rachel's thoughts of escapejeR had said
something calculated to keep her fixed firmly im beat.

With her ego still fragile and unable to believee tvoman would so
blatantly challenge her, Rachel's fan trembled bhalaand she stammered,
T...I beg your pardon?'

Pamela triumphantly eyed the scarlet staining Rachvery cheeks. If the
little madam thought she could get away with endssing her in front of
her beloved boy and the baroness, she had a lésssber. She wasn't a
woman to be trifled with in her own home!

So much for her smug bravado at having once jthégleligible gentleman!
It seemed she had nevertheless taken pains to Werrway again to his
side. Perhaps the fact that he now had an earldaha darger fortune had
some bearing on her sly change of heart!

Pamela thought she didn't deserve another chamee gand neither should
she get it. The Winthrops' niece, Barbara, was keegetting him to pay his
addresses, and he had seemed quite taken witht lrear gparents' card
evening. But then he did dispense that Irish chguite liberally and



impartially... Obviously he had forgot just how rhuaf a fool this young
woman had once made him appear. It wasn't so vagyago she'd left him
the laughing stock of thieaut ton.Now, with such impeccable credentials,
no one dared smile in his direction, unless heesttheir way first.

Impressing upon him his welcome seemed vital; gb'discrediting this
artful baggage. 'Handsome bachelors are so very reetived at any
gathering," Pamela simpered. 'So I'm trusting yogive the lie, my lord, to
Miss Meredith's earlier declaration. If true, itimbreak so many ladies’
hearts." She fluttered a look at him from beneath dparse lashes, then
inclined towards him conspiratorially, her veinemhtd hovering on one of
his immaculate dark sleeves. 'Miss Meredith tefisthat you are already
spoken for!Unavailable, and well catered for in the romandekss,|
believe she said.' She paused for effect, slyighiglg Rachel's increasing
consternation.

Contained fury at having her mischief misinterpdet@nd publicised,
especially to this man, had turned Rachel's connphelrick-red.

'Is this young lady privy to your secrets? Is thardy so fortunate? Or
must we simply scold Miss Meredith for being suatoastant tease...?'

Connor laughed: a choke of sound that combinegdmsaal with genuine
humour. For a moment he stared off into spaceagtihhe was marshalling
his wits for a response. Then, ignoring his hosteesgave Rachel's hot
confusion a long cool look. Her fan whizzed furilyus front of her face
and her attention seemed to be attached to a ptastaicopia embellishing
the wall above her head.

'I'm flattered by your compliments, Mrs Pembertamd the strength of your
interest in my personal affairs. What can | sajeotthan perhaps your
congratulations are called for? Convey them to Nssedith..." He paused
until Rachel slid a startled sideways look at himMrs Pemberton's
drop-jawed dismay went unnoticed by him. 'lIt sees® has been
ludicrously successful in teasing you over...najlanall.' With a glint firing
his eyes that made Rachel's stomach squirm, heiexkea curt bow, took a
step back, and turned to go.



Pamela, having been scorned twice in an hour bylegean with whom
she'd striven to ingratiate herself, became despam to let him go on such
an inharmonious note. 'So you think a storm is brgwhen, my lord?' she
squeaked, on a wide-eyed grin that quite obviofwiyave him his snub.

'l don't see how it can be avoided,' he returnetth wmooth emphasis.
Fleetingly his sardonic eyes skimmed Rachel bdferevas gone.

'l had a nice chat with your mother...'

Rachel stabbed a look at the woman with eyes ¢i&eshards. How dare she
address her so convivially! The bitch was actutjing to be amiable and
brush aside the fact she'd been so spiteful onlynembs ago. She'd
attempted to insult her; shame her and make hetool angling for the
Earl's attention. Not only that; she'd hinted te than himself that she'd
been boasting of hooking him! It was outrageoust diwe had she tried to
deliberately put herself in his way! Quite the nese¢ A sudden, awful
thought struck her. Dithe believe she was fishing for his attention? That
she'd schemed at loitering forlornly on the stirgght simply to lure him
into approaching her? Was that why he'd said slyétrhiarbour regrets now
he'd risen in the ranks? Did that final look heeyher sum up his contempt
for her belated apology because he thought it hessh prompted by her
mercenary golddigging? The mortification made heoke furiously, 'A
nice chat!With my mother?She twisted a bitter smile. 'I'm amazed! That's
far more than you deserve from any of . the Mehadthis evening. It's
certainly far more than you shall get frone!If you'll excuse me...'

The aria suited her pure, golden voice very webgcliel thought. The
soprano knew her forte. Not a murmur could be hdéamh the rows of
occupied chairs arranged in a semi-circle aboubtse of the stage. This
final piece was clearly demonstrating the fine mnfher voice as it built
towards a high sweet crescendo.

The fact that the Earl of Devane didn't appeardaaimongst the adoring
admirers present in the foremost row of chairsnigdhe dais had not
seemed to affect the diva's performance. Her tedtugxpressions, her



theatrical mannerisms were quite naturally perfleechel had to admit, the
lady wasvery .talented.

Sam Smith stood on the pavement and looked udtrtghtly lit first-floor
casements. Finely dressed ladies and gentlemendsiéireg in and out of
view, providing a fascinating glimpse of untold luy as they nibbled at
fancies or sipped from crystal or china. All the mieoked rich and
important; all the ladies looked glittery and béfalit Then he saw her, the
most beautiful one of all, wafting into view, laugh and relaxed with that
woman she'd been with last time he saw her. Skeda glass to her lips
and fire sparked off its rim. Her golden curls grehrl-pale complexion
were indeed a sight for sore eyes, he thought,lesd went to his bruised
face. He winced as it touched his distended eyketognd came away
blood-stained.

The ladywaspresent; with luck, the gentleman would be toddieen the
way Lord Devane looked at her and guessed the nigint ioe where she
was.

He'd been on his way past, with his sister, incdeaf lodgings for the night,
when he'd noticed that elderly cove who'd wantefigtat him earlier in the
week from his vantage point, in the bushes, Saarhéih a crafty look from
his good eye. There he was, sitting snooty atofffereint fine rig, keeping
his distance from the other coach drivers who, davéh the wait, were
passing time by playing dice on the cobbles. Indithke a lot of brains to
work out that the throng of coaches lining theetiréne idle servants, and
the blazing windows in one big house meant thatiQuaas having a ball.

On a crazy whim he'd decided to stop; for he hdding left to lose, and his
little sister, Annie, had so very much to lose éf didn't look after her. So
now he was waiting, for how long he knew not. ksed as though he'd
already skulked in the shadows for an hour or mBue he was prepared to
wait; till dawn if need be. He must keep his neavel speak to the man.
What could Lord Devane say? Only 'no'...



Chapter Five

Jason Davenport glanced up from his cards andyless glittered contempt
at the foppish newcomers.

'‘Come...sit down, Harley," Connor drawled amiably.

Benjamin Harley sauntered closer to the baize- édpfable, mean eyes
narrowed, fleshy lips curled sullenly. He flippedem a bejewelled snuff
box, nipped himself a snort, then after a cough ardsy with his chums
sniggered, "You surely don't think I'd indulge imand withyou, do you?
Last | heard, you'd thrashed the whole regimefdrat’

Connor casually shuffled the cards in his handsd'that worries you does
it? That I'll win?'

'No. It worries me that you'll make sure | lose...'

The ensuing silence seemed interminable. There s@&reral gentlemen
loitering in the room, close to the wide, open dabiat led onto the terrace,
indulging in a little discreet smoking, or tipplimgit of sight of their wives'

critical vigilance.

'‘Are you saying that | cheat?"

'It's hard to credit you never lose...'

'‘Be more specific..." Connor insisted in his silikgh way.

'What is this talk of cheating?' a woman's accent@de purred into the

tense atmosphere. Maria Laviola swished forware éikresh breeze in her
wintry white gown with berry-red adornment. A landjhand sheathed in a

scarlet glove flopped onto Connor's broad shoulder.

"You sang like an angel, my dear," Harley enthusedue, keen to distract
interest from his resentful outburst.



The compliment was immediately added to by othen mehe room, eager
to jolly the atmosphere and also show the sopraeio &ppreciation.

‘Are you to perform again this evening?' Harley daded.

‘Not here... perhaps else where... later..." Aygliance slid Connor's way
and he reacted with a privately amused smile.

Fanning her pretty face with lacy fingers, she nearit is so terribly warm
this evening.'

'Poor old Devane, doesn't deem it so.' Harley sdiri'll wager he's still
feeling a chill.’

'How so?'

'We must blame Miss Meredith; | believe that lads lquite froze him
out...once again,’

Peter Waverley, a good drinking chum of Benjaminléiés, unwisely let
go of the chair back he was using as a prop, fie stiguffaw with a feeble
hand. Immediately, Jason's chair was scraped badkweom the table as
though he would physically remonstrate with thdingegpopinjay.

Connor shrugged an apathetic response, while guHard fingers over
bunched muscle below his brothers sleeve.

'Is there room for a few more?"

Edgar Meredith entered the room, smiling, with Hisother-in-law,
Nathaniel Chamberlain a circumspect yard or twoirgemim. Nathaniel
took a cautious peer about for his wife, Phylliscase she spied him and
chided him later over consorting witindesirabless she classed the whole
Meredith clan.

'‘Dammit!" Nathaniel muttered beneath his breathgdédseemed on
reasonable terms with the Earl of Devane: they \abrait to sit and have a
drink and a game of cards together! If Connor Ellmre no grudges, and he



was the injured party, he saw no reason why hi® wtfll should feel
indignant over it all, simply because she'd ondeupethe match between
Connor and Rachel.

'Here, take my place," Connor coolly offered Edgaredith on standing up.
A tanned hand brushed baize, scooping his winnargs idly pocketing
them. With a lethal stare at Benjamin Harley, Jag@ibed his few coins
and was soon following his brother towards the stealace.

Nathaniel Chamberlain looked askance at Edgar. ddisly he was
mistaken about the Earl and his equable attitudrds past slights. Edgar
looked excruciatingly uncomfortable, as did theiosty Alexander
Pemberton. All present guessed the reason for Dexdine's departure was
Edgar's arrival. Nathaniel sensed his brotheravidapain and winced
inwardly. He knew Edgar had always felt a deepcaitfe for the Major and
now desired at least a little harmony with him.

"You're bored. | knew you would be. We should haene to Mrs
Crawford's...'

'‘No, I'm not bored. Quite the reverse. I'm intriglieConnor absently
admitted as he strolled, with Jason in tow, omé&otiied balcony. Loosening
his cravat from his warm neck, he unravelled theeldilk, then wound it
slowly, thoughtfully about a broad palm. Still pceapied, he carelessly
stuffed it into a pocket of his jacket, therebyning its stylish lines to a
degree that was sure to have given his tailor t@aclkatHe gazed down at his
blanching knuckles gripping the fancy ironwork bétbalustrade and his
thoughts returned to Rachel...Miss Meredith, a Mang exhalation
reminded him.

What the hell was she about? He'd observed moré@mio her in this one
evening than he ever recalled her revealing in feanths of courtship. And
as he was pretty sure the show was contrived fobémefit, he refused to be
touched by it. He'd watched her nervousness, les,teer embarrassment;
he'd even seen her looking ashamed and conttiefore she'd looked
murderous when their hostess had so obviously settm expose and
humiliate her. Oddly, he'd not rejoiced in thatghfelt disgusted by Pamela
Pemberton's gloating spite, and hoped that had de@ous to them both.



Six years ago, when Edgar Meredith had broken ¢inesrio him on his stag
night that he'd been jilted, he'd expected fromHehat least an apologetic
note in the days and weeks that followed. Nothiagme. Not even a few
lines of non-committal explanation. Her lack of coomication spoke

volumes: nothing was needed from her for he wasnaoth the bother. It

was enough that her father should deal with tifientiaffair. It should have

been so easy to hate her, yet he couldn't. Andarvacuum that had filled
those weeks prior to returning to the Peninsula #mel carnage of

Salamanca, the numbness pervading him hadn't béaty tattributable to

the amount of alcohol he'd consumed. She'd leftihgansate, drained...

Now, he'd long regained his faculties, and decithadl Miss Meredith was
old enough and fully deserving of a little tardyriteution. But she'd read
him like a book; she'd set about acting forlorthi@ hope of drawing him in
to draw his teeth.

At one time, seeing her discomposed might havedelaiseown anguish. It

might have cheered him. Not now. Now he didn't Waet humble and

nervous. But he did want her. And in view of alhtinad gone before, he
didn't see why he shouldn't have her. She owed hind if redress meant
using her vulnerability to his advantage, so béiitd he knew he could, if
he wanted. Considering he had, six years ago,yraesimitted himself to

kiss or touch her, it was odd that he knew he ceattlice her...tonight, if he
chose.

'Intrigued? Over what?' Jason suddenly sliced thitolis brooding
thoughts.

'Oh, this and that...'

'Oh, this and that...' Jason mimicked sarcastic&ligll and high water, Con!
She nigh on crucified you! Made you look like a ddy fool!" his
stepbrother burst out. With an exclamation of slksoelief he stormed,
"You're ripe to let her try again, aren't you? so& mad? Have you not yet
learned that she's a callous bitch? She's gotudaigpn as a constant tease,
you know.'



Connor tipped his head up at the starry nightjnigtthe tepid night air
beneath his loosened collar. 'Yes, | know. | knenebefore our hostess
was good enough to spell it out this evening. Odfirse | knew..." he
muttered to himself.

'Moncur seems to be prowling about her again,dikevelorn swain,' Jason
snapped. 'Watch and learn. A pony says he'll bpitigpaway again soon,
tail between his legs.'

‘Not a lot else he can do," Connor drawled facstiotHe swore savagely,
ashamed of the mean jibe at the man's lamenesyoiDthink he's after a
second chance, too?' Aware just how much that udgdacomment
revealed, not only to his brother but to himseliweary hand scrubbed
across his lean, shady jaw. A grunt of laughtemded behind it. "You're
right; we should have gone to Mrs Crawford's...'

Jason made a move as though he was ready to laeit, la¢latedly, on that
sensible idea.

'‘But I'd like to know what Edgar Meredith is abouw@onnor suddenly
remarked with a complete change of tone and dorets he sauntered away
along the paving. 'He's a deal too often keepingaomepany. Everywhere |
go, he materialises. If I'm at Watier's, he's dinthere. If I'm due at
Gentleman Jackson's, he's already training whemvieaJaazus, the man's '
too old. He must have gained his half-century twtheee years since, and
he's carrying too much weight. A day or so agmutiht he might collapse
with a seizure, he was trying so hard to spar cwingly. He's been
shadowing me most of this evening... Not that likksthe man, but he's
beginning to make me nervous.’

'Well, that's a good sign,’ Jason retorted witll &ciny. 'The man's got four
daughters to despatch. Are you sure you don't kiwbw he's stalking the
Earl ofDevane of Wolverton Manor and its hundredudand acres,
creditably maintained by fifty thousand a year? \es! You're too
modest, Con.'

'He hasthree daughters to marry off...and one of those willrsbe wed.
One is not yet old enough to be out...’



'Which, quelle surpriseleaves just the most difficult to shift: the edtdevho
once you- rather liked.'

‘That's history..." Connor leaned on the rail arades! off over lunar-limed
lawns. He was well aware of Jason's sardonic gazeira, and for some
reason, refused to meet it. 'Isabel would have bbent twenty-three years
old now," he murmured, hoping to deflect his brotheruel eyes.

Jason obliged him by turning about, and adoptingr@ds pose, leaned his
forearms on the iron balustrade. He cleared hisathrTerrible business,
that... Influenza, wasn't it, as | recall?'

'Scarletina. There was an epidemic in York. Racha$n't to know, of
course. They arrived at their aunt's unexpectetllgd they had fair
warning... No one in their right mind would havenganto the city had they
realised.’

'‘Are you sure at the time sh&scompos mentis?' At a withering look from
Connor he shrugged. 'l wouldn't be the first to saly a self-absorbed
dimwit would act in the way she did.'

'She was young...nineteen...'

'Her sister was two years younger, but by all ant®decades more mature.
| heard that the sister didn't want to go. | hesttd was so disgusted with
Rachel, she opted to stay behind. There can't kentoment of one day
when, self-absorbed dimwit or not, she doesn't \8tetid let Isabel do just
that.'

'It wasn't Rachel's doing. It was their mother whsisted they travel
together...'

Jason let out a breath with a sorry shake of aglhi&o Mrs Meredith shares
the burden of guilt..." He looked at his brothgxsfile carved against a
backdrop of velvet night sky. 'That's the most yeléver talked to me of
that episode, Con. | reckon that's significant.'



'Sure it is..." Connor drawled with a lop-sided Isemat the heavy, milky
moon. 'lt means it's time to go.’

Sam Smith shrank back into the laurel bush as dlkld doors opened and
a clump of people spilled out of the brightly Igeature and drifted down the
steep stone steps. He could just detect minglingdsvand laughter in

amongst the melody that had been liberated fronhthese to waft on the
balmy night air.

Cursing the poor lighting, he tiptoed out and faléal a way behind to try
and firmly establish the man's identity before beosted him. He was a tall
and broad-built fellow who moved with supple stadeeven with the

clinging woman hampering his pace. If he was wrampping a shiner to
match the one he already had would be the ledstaforries.

The couple were heading towards a chipper coachsaadenly its carriage
lantern shed a beam full upon the gentleman's skop@ng his raw-boned
cheeks into angular planes and putting a gloss isrrdven hair. Sam
relaxed. It was him. He glanced at the woman but features were
concealed by a demure pose and the wide brimai@/fbonnet. Only black
curls luxuriant about her shoulders hinted at heskgl beauty. Perhaps it
was his little sister, Sam heartened himself, $lagesl his colouring...

Connor's right hand went automatically to the silatiletto a fairly
permanent fixture in his pocket and, for some reasohis fingers caressed
its silky hilt, he recalled Rachel and what he'nl sarlier about pointing a
concealed weapon at her. Exasperated, becausailtm'toeven now, get
her out of his mind, yet amused, too, by the aminigttruth in those words,
he turned to confront the man. One sight of hiseasiwy made Connor give
in to the farce of the situation... and the wholereng; he burst out
laughing.

Sam Smith jumped in the air in fright and held up hands. 'I'm not a
dipper, honest. | just wanted to talk to you, mig|bhe rattled off shrilly.



Connor drew a deep calming breath, blew out higkfi@nd took a pace
towards the bedraggled youth. He squinted at hosety. 'And you are?' he
asked, although he suspected, beneath that blaodselthat had swollen
one side of his thin visage, that he might looklpdamiliar. He had a height
and wiry build that was memorable; it was also msistent with the beating
he'd taken and his cowed manner.

‘The name's Smith...Sam Smith. You was good entuglve a hand to fix
my wheel earlier in the week. Only it ain't my cact more...not that it ever
was mine exactly...although it was my job to makdévdaes for my
guv'nor... only now he ain't my guv'nor..."

Sam took a humble step back and bowed his heads®ton't send me off,
my lord," he implored. 'At least not afore you'eald me out. I'm well and
truly run aground but | ain't a thief and | airftiea charity, neither, if that's
what you're thinking...'

'What's up, Con?' a drink-roughened voice called.

Connor speared a look over his shoulder at Jasbe azeandered towards
them. His brother signalled tip- sily at his coaemto wait as the man took
up the reins.

‘Nothing | can't deal with,"” Connor told him suatig. ‘Mr Smith and |

became acquainted earlier in the week.' He inclimedhead close to his
mistress’'s hat brim and murmured a few reassuriogisvabout visiting
later. 'Would you take Maria home for me, Jason?'

Jason looked surprised, then delighted as thelggwipenetrated fully into
his brandy-befuddled brain. Immediately he proffees arm to the lady.
'‘Are you sure you don't need assistance?' he akkédlly, in the tone of
voice that let Connor know he'd be severely disagpd, should the answer
come in the affirmative.

'l think | can manage,' Connor returned drily watlglance at the quaking
youth. Whether Sam Smith was palsied from painright was hard to

gauge. He certainly shouldn't have felt cold in $aeeltering atmosphere,
and he certainly wouldn't pose a threat to anyarted present condition.



Maria's exasperation at the turn of events waseewidn her sulky,
protracted sigh. Although she remained silent, set Sam Smith a
poisonous look as she passed by on Jason's arm.

A few minutes later, after Connor had observedbinigher's phaeton turn
the corner, and he had been proved correct initigrtke Pembertons might
arrange for a constable to be in the vicinity thiidpe turned his attention to
Sam Smith. The youth was still warily watching theagle's back.

If 1 find you're wasting my time, I'm likely to beseriously

displeased...'Connor watched Sam with a minimuncwfosity as he
Reckoned at some bushes. For some reason he yeihdeaurprise as a
young woman slipped out between laurel brancheshamied with a lithe

grace towards them.

‘This is Annie...my sister. She's fourteen...'

Connor looked from the girl's burnished crown obaun hair to the boy's
battered face. Suddenly the puzzle slid effortiegsio place and he was
again on the point of humourless mirth when a walveighteous anger
surged through him. Far from trying to rob him, S8mith was trying to

sell him his sister, and by the looks of thingswaesn't the first uninterested
punter he'd approached that evening.

A large fist chucked under the boy's chin, fordmgbloodshot eyes to meet
blazing blue. 'Did I look as though | lacked fematenpany tonight, or did |
look as though | was well catered for in that respe

Rachel again! He was using words that reminded d¢firhis blasted past

love! Past fiancee, he amended in his mind. Shehiggsast, yet he seemed
determined to keep her in the present. He was gmmgigohrases she'd

said...allegedly said...about him. His ire increaddis fingers forked over

the lad's jaw, tightened until he howled.

"Snot like that, m'lord. Honest. She's me sistet,anpro, aft' I'm the direct
opposite to her pimp. 'S why me face took a clubbwvas tryin' to protect
her...'



Connor released him with a savage flick. Afteremdling stare into space,
he gave Sam a grim glare. The girl remained sttitktsxmoved by any of
it, with downbent head and hands clasped behindbbek. She looked
plainly and comfortably attired, certainly not imetmanner of a prostitute,
but not waiflike either.

'What in God's name is all this about?' Connortbththrough gritted teeth,
his accent thickened by bottling his anger.

In response, the boy simply took a pace towards btersand, putting a
gentle hand beneath her chin, raised her head.

Connor stared. For some reason Sam's simple actias entirely

appropriate and very illuminating. No more was 138eey. His sister,
Annie, had an uncanny, startling beauty which seemere exquisite for

being compared to her brother's unlovely physiognohkter skin tone

looked parchment white, her eyes as black as pliget and, as Connor
watched, Sam pulled the ribbon from her hair amdgitbled in a waterfall of
luxuriant waves over her shoulders. She simplyestap blankly at him.

'l can't do it no more. | can't keep her safe. Feewve we meet wants a piece
of her...even them as should know better. 'Spgcib#m as should know
better..."

Connor watched the lad's bloodshot eyes sheent@atls. 'Now I've got no
work an' no place to stay. How long will it be afoAnnie's on the
streets...really on the streets?’

'Who hit you?' Connor couldn't think of anythingelto say for a moment.
'Me uncle, Nobby.'

"Your unclewanted your sister?’

'‘No! He just wanted to hit me 'cos that slimy taeahted a barrow load of
geneva or he'd make us trouble. It was that jasviayilt. Couldn't keep his

trap shut, could he? He let on to that bent beak iWvas. He knew me;
sometimes we have a mug o' porter in the Jolly Eammnere the hackneys



congregate. He let on who was me guv'nor, too...uvele were right
narked. Now | lost me job and me squat. Annie usetbok and clean so
Nobbie let her stay, too.'

After a moment reflecting, sorting and sifting infaation, Connor
summarised, T take it Arthur Goodwin, Esquire, irading Justice who
wanted his cellar stocked with free gin in retuwnissuing you with a liquor
licence at the Brewster Sessions.'

‘At first that's what he wanted. Then he saw Annie.

Connor looked at the girl, looked at her brothes.dtbsed his eyes. 'Where
are your parents?'

'Dead. Pa died years since from the lung diseasefrdéi the gin just last
Michaelmas...'

'What are you expecting me to do about any of tl@gfhnor asked quite
gently...too gently, he minutes later thought.

'l trust you. You didn't need to help us out thkeeotday... You've a good
heart... you're not like Quality—' Hurriedly, hepexinded, 'That is, you
seem decent...'

Connor shifted restlessly, cut off Sam's praiseh wisardonic laugh. 'What
do you want?"

'l want you to take her in.' There was a pride digaity behind the youth's
audacious demand. Even when Connor quirked an ssipeceyebrow at
him he didn't waver. 'She's not bright, but sheg®ad girl. She can cook,
clean, sew. She used to dress me auntie's hatrmigh afore shgot the
chills and turned up her toes. Perhaps one of jamlies might like..." He
cleared his throat at a quizzical look from Connor.

‘That is...you might know of a lady who needs adyowid...'

Connor smiled to himself. Such ladies—even respéet@mnes—were
hardly likely to take in such a young beauty andspnt themselves with



problems keeping her out of sight of roving-eyedoesus husbands or
lovers. 'l take it you've tried domestic agencies?’

Sam smiled bleakly. 'Oh, yes. Annie's been in firmises...with fine
masters. Like | said...it's especially them as khkoow better that she has
to fear. She's chaste still, but | ain't sure hasvmanaged it. She started in
Beaumont Street and stayed just a day. Sir PeraykMlmought she might
make a pretty playmate for his son. She's gotld sgt of talons on her, I'll
give her that,’ he added with a limp grin. 'Markeé blighter good and
proper.'

Connor pursed his lips; he knew the boy, and hious, licentious
reputation. He was sixteen years old and no bttser his lecherous sire.

'l want you to take her in,’ Sam repeated in a quag voice. 'Arthur
Goodwin won't dare cross you. He's afraid of yout Be'll hound me and
Annie. Hegsaid as much. He said he wants her and he woe'tugiv.'

Connor put a hand to his forehead and rubbed, rquiswardly for ever
having left home this evening. He hadn't come hketesten to his mistress
sing. She was wont to warble in the throes of passnd that was more than
enough for him. He'd come here because he knew dRagbuld be
attending; she'd lured him to her side, just ashgtteon the road earlier in
the week. But for that fateful incident with theush of carriages, he
wouldn't now be stuck in this farcical quandarywhts her fault! A weak
smile acknowledged his irrationality. With a sighdsked, 'And you? What
are you intending to do?"

Sam Smith swiped a brash hand across his noseggaau'Oh, I'll get by.
Always do. | can duck and dive...or work in a stabl'm a good
groom...been apprenticed,’ he added with a flickeyptimism dampening
his bravado.

Connor found the laugh got stuck in his throat. ldeked up at his
coachman, gazing off diplomatically into the nighklis current groom,
having retreated from holding the door, to his plat the back of the
carriage when his master struck up conversatiast, wivelled his eyes



skywards. Connor opened the carriage door himselfraerely jerked his
head at the interior.

Wordlessly, the girl clambered in, unaided.

'How did you know I'd be here?' he asked Sam, lgppncurb the boy's
silent streaming tears with conversation.

'l saw your lady...up at the window..." Sam snie)lsmearing his face with
a dirty palm, his auburn head jerking back at thghly lit casement.

'Oh...not this one, not the one who left with thbeo gentleman..." Sam
looked anxiously at him through red eyes, as thdughtened the miracle

might slip away with a stupid word. His cheeks gag rusty water again. 'l
meant your blonde lady as was kind on,the road.sémmed to like her...so
when | saw her here | thought..." He snuffled aylawcuffed his mouth. I

thought she were right brave to give that Arthuo@®aein a dressing-down.
His ugly mug were a picture...'

Connor laughed, too. But for a different reasont Outhe mouths of
babes... 'Oh, thahylady,' was all he said.



Chapter Six
'I'll match your call and raise you this...'

Benjamin Harley tried to freeze a betraying smike the fistful of
fifty-pound notes was waved at him. With a dramétroying open of his
fingers, the man let loose the money and it fletiedown to settle on a
cushion of similar paper already littering the leaiQuickly Lord Harley
looked away lest he inadvertently exposed his dfeachounting
excitement. He slanted a stare at Edgar Meredithsadhe cards he held
fanned in a languid hand. Carefully, very carefullg lowered them from
possible prying eyes and placed them face dowrherbaize. He couldn't
remember’ the last time he'd been lucky enouglolt $uch a promising set
of pictures. His eyes slid to the pot, calculateterdenominations by their
visible edges; the mountain of sovereigns thattdessh early antes, he didn't
bother counting...there were too many.

An hour and a half ago, eight men had startedgame of cards and their
bets had amassed into a very tidy sum. A verydidy, indeed. Two players
had already folded; two had adopted the studiedughtbulness that
betrayed a bluff; one was looking exceedingly nas/oAnd one was
looking exceedingly foxed. And he held a full houe winning hand...he
was sure. He was thus determined to keep his Wasténim. Resolutely, he
pushed away a few inches his half-full brandy allin a move that was
sure to have routed a weaker set of men.

'It's getting too rich for me," Nathaniel Chamberlenuttered with a sorry
look at the cash that once had been his, now tuakexy beneath the tipsy
pyramid in the centre of the table. Neatly, he @gppis hand of cards, but
didn't yet discard them. Leaning at an angle ty eagh his brother-in-law,
slumped in the next chair, he hissed low and veheém&nd if you've any
sense left, Meredith, you'll follow my lead.’

'Fesch me a drink," Edgar slurred at him, and beldhis empty whisky
glass.

'Don't be a fool!" Alexander Pemberton added hisn ogautions to
Nathaniel's. He stooped on creaky knees until lmstmwas close to the top



of Edgar's thinning pate. Earnestly he grittedstém to what your
brother-in-law is telling you. It's time to admgfeat. Cut your losses now...'

'Everyone wan's to give me a'vise. | doan needa'Vineed a drink.'
'l buy you a drink.’

Edgar swayed his head at the soft Gaelic drawl.fidened across a

shoulder at a pair of black trousers. His bleargioni climbed past a

figured-silk waistcoat in pearl grey, resplendernéath the lapels of a
charcoal, superfine tail-coat. His neck angled aaiklly so he could take in
a perfectly folded cravat crowned by high, whitargoints. Eventually he

blinked at a face of dark, stern beauty. 'Why.klechooze arrived," he

crowed. "S the Irishman. His lor'ship's loweringdalf to talk to me tonigh'.

See, everyone...' He flapped a hand about. 'Seelathing Major's here in
the Palm House an' is condashending to talk toSaegiou're talking to me

's'evening, are you? I'm honoured, milor'. Woaty plrds with me though,

will you? Frightened I'll cheat, are you?' He stdrto giggle. 'He's chary o'
me cheating...' He slunk sideways in his chairelbdwed Nathaniel in the

ribs. 'Thinks I'll shteal his money..." he hissedistage whisper. As though
just remembering that the object of his scorn Héeted to get him a drink,

he contorted himself about again, and stuck ougtmgty glass at the Earl of
Devane's hip.

Benjamin Harley curled a lip in amusement and algldeways look at his
chum, Peter Waverley. Peter had been busily exagiadgar's last bid. He
held up five fingers to Benjamin, denoting the &ddial hundreds of
pounds he needed to stay in the game.

Harley's humour turned greedy. His mind was againtlee pot...and
securing it as soon as maybe. 'Shall we continezetith? I've better sport
than this awaiting me this evening. And she's f&sier on the eye...and
wallet than you are when drunk...' He managed &vgem, for he was
fretting to get play again underway before Meregiissed out or upset the
table. Either way he might lose out if the gameenealled void. Quickly he
matched Edgar's last bet and, dithering over whethstick, or up the ante,
allowed avarice to overrule his need to bring tleeng to a speedy
conclusion. He raised the stake by scribbling anggeory note for one



thousand pounds. His eyebrows elevated meaningétllzdgar; he then
included the other men still playing in the chafjemy look.

Edgar fished in a pocket, then delved deep in tieoHe tried his breast
pocket. The gentlemen sitting around the table inet@nxiously.

T didn't sayj wouldn't play cards with you," camidhy, yet audibly, from
behind him.

Edgar continued digging for gold. A handkerchieswassed idly on to the
table, a silver snuff-box followed in a clatterethspectacles skidded away
to wink candlelight. 'You didn't shay anything #itta me, ash | ric'ricall.
Avoided me like | shtank, ash I ric'ricall. If yo&'not too grand and fash...
fashdidious, si...sit down, then.' Edgar wobblexiiead at Nathaniel's seat
and hiccoughed again. Annoyed with the sudden spa@asms rocking his
chest, he ceased talking and gulped in a lungfidiofSteadily he began
swelling about the neck and elevating in his chair.

'‘Aye, take my place...please,’ Nathaniel said.ddaped his chair back from
the table, shaking his head at Edgar. 'I'll not en@kcuses to Gloria for you,
y'know. You'll not cry off apologising for this lagy yourself..." Noticing
his brother-in-law was becoming horribly florid apdp-eyed, he thumped
him on the back.

Edgar exploded, shrunk into his seat then hiccodigimel swore. He waved
a disgruntled hand at his brother-in-law, scattgarstack of sovereigns in
the process. 'Fine' me something to scribble wht,directed him rudely.
'‘An’ mine' your own business..." He turned to Ateder Pemberton. 'Did |
ask him to make m'excuses? Alibi for me only theeononly once ever has
he done that...'

'Have you got something to say?' Connor quietlytld at Lord Harley. He

stuck a cheroot in his mouth and lit it. Havingtleek himself in Nathaniel's

chair, he lay back in it, long legs stretching lazily to the central pedestal.
Blue eyes raised, gazing at the furious-faced rhasugh a haze of slate
smoke, whilst Edgar, beside him, continued to menarid hiccough and
pull out his pocket linings in search of some cash.



It ain't in the rules. You want to play, Devanaitaill this game's done.'

'‘Anybody got any objections to me buying Chamberlait and playing
now?' Connor asked the few men seated about tlewdio were still in the
game.

'‘None at all," Toby Forster declared with a grirod deep for me in any
case,' he explained. Having folded his hand, hé&ak in his chair with an
air of someone relishing future proceedings. Hienfil, Frank Vernon,
looked at him lounging at ease, looked at his gattm, with a hopeless
groan, pitched them in too.

‘Just the three of us, then," Connor told Benjaraney and, withdrawing
the cigar from between his teeth, he placed itfadlyeon the pewter ashtray.

Lord Harley's face turned a dull red, then the Olabrained from his
complexion as slowly the full implications of tlégbtle manoeuvre sunk in.
His frustration erupted in a muttered imprecationcéd through his set
teeth.

Connor smiled, amused. His eyes remained cold. &odon't fret,

Benjamin,' he drawled silkily, while watching Edgsaratching script in
black ink on to the white parchment that his broindaw had brought him.
With a flourish the pledge was signed, the quillswabbed back in the
direction of the standish and Edgar flopped badksrchair. Connor's vivid
blue gaze was still riveted on the parchment anbdeked Harley, 'I'm sure
your lady friend will wait...unless, of course, Shesober now and
remembers you...'

'l shall send an express to Beaulieu Gardens. Wes,decided, that's
definitely what | shall do.’

Rachel sighed. She had heard these declaratimwe @ more times in as
many hours. 'Send it then, Mama,' she agreed eatlef



It had been two days since a violent storm subsidaang lasted a day and
a night, before rumbling on its way. Still her fathhad not returned to
Windrush, neither had he sent word of what occasldms delay. He was
only a few days' overdue and she had explained &gagon-appearance
and the lack of a messenger arriving with a noteeisg, in all probability,
due to the hostile elements preventing anyone lthagenorth out of
London.

Old Ralph had innocently contradicted that comfgytirain of thought. On
their first venture out in the carriage along thelgy track to the village of
Staunton to pay a visit to friends, he'd cheerfakgerted that the folk of
Cambridgeshire be best battening down the hatcérs mhe tumultuous
weather was not heading south to London but blowiagh-west. And,

over the years, Ralph had proved himself to havastmct for these things.
He could smell snow in the air, see frost in harghi night skies, feel a mist
in his bones... Yet, still Rachel persevered wihirtg her mother that
London might now be under siege from the weather.

In truth, shewas feeling an odd twinge of apprehension over herajsap
whereabouts. Not that she feared for his safety, dhe knew that
sometimes, when in all-male company for too loreggalhowed himself to be
distracted by a carafe or two of fine burgundy.b@ndy...or suchlike. But

he was not oftervery drunk. Just once or twice had she seen her paps
drowning in his cups...and it had been an alarmamg)degrading sight. She
could quite clearly recall being appalled at they\akcohol could ravage a
seemly gentleman and render him a witless wreck.

Rachel bowed her head towards the semi-circle n§ldne silks on the

carpet. With a sniff she pushed all else but Jumedding to the back of her
mind. A finger hovered first over a butter-coloutehk and then moved to
one of a lemon hue. Plucking up the richer thrshe, passed it to Madcap
Mary.

‘M'um.'
Rachel acknowledged the servant's grunt of thanits @ quiet, That

needlework looks beautiful, Mary." She ran a fingeer the delicate gold
filigree loops that were forming about the hem ainawy damask napkin.



Her praises were sincere; her admiration the mosequnced for owning
her own skill with a needle and thread was amaghuri the extreme. The
fact that this oafish-looking young woman could guroe” something so
exquisitely fine filled her with a sort of joyousnazement.

'‘M'um. Thank you, m'm.’

Rachel watched a pleased flush tint colour into Heevant's sallow
complexion and Mary anchored a floppy strand ofpesphair back behind
an ear with a finger as thick as a sausage.

Rachel heard her small, childlike sigh of contenttnas she settled her
shapeless bulk back into the armchair and her finflew even faster.

Rachelt placed a few more hanks of the same shatleecstack of pristine

linen that lay folded neatly on the chair arm.

Standing up, she walked off to the window and gamedediately in the
direction of the sentinel horse chestnut trees thatched off up the
driveway. The pleasant vista was absent of a hymnesence; then Ralph's
son, Pip, their general handyman, appeared fronmted bush. He was
backing slowly on to the main track whilst methadlig raking shingle.
Rachel sighed and accorded her mama an idle glé&ioe.had settled
enough from fretting over her husband to concemtwatcomposing a list of
viands required for the weekend.

In the hope of keeping her mother distracted frooughts of her father,
Rachel ventured that a haunch of lamb or a googhtmiake a nice change
from veal or beef...

"Your papa is not so keen on fatty meats as he thag're too rich for his
digestion now he is grown older. Oh, | must writecde and send it with
Ralph straight away to the post carrier. | sweanesdl is befallen him...'

'l think, Mama, you ought abandon that idea," Rbhshiel with an incipient
smite. Spinning away from the window, she sped,itgligkirts in fists, to
the door. Having yanked it open she spun aboutagpdised ljer startled
mother, 'Papa is just appeared at the bend irotwok'r



'What on earth can it be?' June whispered, hei eges round with worry
in her small, heart-shaped face. 'Why is Mothetistressed, do you think?'

"It is nought... She is probably just chiding hirep his tardiness," Rachel
said with an unconvincing little laugh. She slitbak at Sylvie; even their

youngest sister, who was wont to let family squablily over her pretty

head, looked subdued and a mite anxious as the otomemanating from

the library carried on unabated.

Another shriek, this time of a timbre that couldydme described as despair,
shivered the house. It had June immediately obeothair. At the door, she
hesitated, wringing her hands together, then lockgithtedly at Rachel.

'Perhaps wshouldgo and see...’

'No..." Rachel said quietly, aware of Sylvie's gig eyes on her, too.
'Whatever it is we will know soon enough. Let Papse his say, in private.
We will know soon enough,’ she repeated gravely.

Her father had been home not yet an hour. Instéddeosmiling dapper
Papa she had been expecting to welcome over Wimdrtigeshold, a man
she barely recognised had shuffled wearily in, inglas though he had not
enjoyed a wash or a shave for some days. His diledvappearance was
nothing, though, to the moody cast of his featuogsthe droop of his
posture. He looked as though a burden of careshwdigpon his shoulders.

With barely a coherent greeting for his eldest daeig he had slowly rid
himself of the encumbrances of rumpled cloaks aatgl then cut off her
guestions with, 'Let me speak to your mother firsg,dear. Time enough to
deal with you later...'

And so Rachel, out of astonishment, had compliati ¥at. But still the
haunting sight of that grey-faced man, bristly bing and jaundiced of eye,
dragging past her into the bosom of their househeestomach in knots.
Something bad had happened and an inherent séd$etdhat somehow it
affected her more than the others. More even thain ysterical mama...



A short while ago she had been reflecting on teetlene she had seen her
papa drunk. It had been six years ago. The sameranob time since she
had listened to her mother's grief-stricken criesounding through the
house when she learned the news of dearest Is¥detel felt lead settle in
her stomach. Some tragedy of similar magnitudedeadrred to overset her
mother to such a degree and put her papa so @ouotenance. Part of her
wanted to run to her room and put a pillow over head to shut out the
terror as she had done years before. But thenahbden but nineteen. Now
she was stronger, more mature and hiding woulddlaoiNo, hiding would
not do, at all. She needed to know what disastemstist now face. On a
sigh of capitulation she sombrely left the roomhaier two younger sisters,
pale and silent as spectres, drifting in her wake.

'You do not seem shocked, Rachel. Or not as shoakddmagined you
would be," Edgar Meredith ventured, shatteringstiiesilence in the room.
'l own | was worried you might scold your old pagde notion seemed to
leave his humour unimpaired.

Rachel raised her ice-blue eyes to his face. Hakwappealing smile faded
and he visibly flinched beneath that fleeting, fieg stare. Then his eldest
daughter's contempt was turned on the crumblingeesnin the grate.

Edgar hurrumphed deep in his throat, rubbed agtay, bristly chin. He
pushed himself from his armchair, and began patiegroom with an
attempt at a jaunty step. 'l said to your mama ita momentous disaster.
And | can see that my sensible girls are in aceotd their papa's calm and
reasonable view,' he continued, happily regardimegthree solemn young
ladies perching awkwardly on the very edges ofrtbleairs in Windrush's
impressive library. No one looked at him, not elidte Sylvie. Her head
was bent towards her fingers clasped in her lapewier slippered heels
beat backwards against the base of the chair,fterdlze other, one after the
other, in relentless rhythm, until suddenly her imotshrieked, 'For God's
sake stop that, Sylvie, | implore you! My nervés...

As his wife quickly turned her face away to the Iveagain to shield from
sight her red-rimmed, puffy eyes, Edgar resumedckipi 'Yes; no



momentous disaster. We are not poor. We are noeduiWe simply must
relocate and revise our plans a little. In facbst#ihwedding guests who are
presently in town and have made it clear they @a¢hlto miss out on the
other highlights of the Season by journeying toy diar some days in
Hertfordshire will be relieved...nay, delighted twe change of venue. The
Winthrops' ball might not, after all, clash withn#s dates. Beaulieu
Gardens is appointed well enough to receive anyaitnaf eminent guests,
and is so centrally positioned for everyone...'

‘Then we must rejoice, must we not, that we shé#tier all, not incommode
any of them.' Rachel's slow, stinging sarcasm ffuaroy more of her papa's
persuasion. Stiffly she pushed out of her chaaspéd white-knuckled
fingers in front of her, in a pose that could haeen mistaken for humble.
‘Tell me again, Papa... Yes, please do repeat,pregisely, what you have
done, for | find | cannot quite comprehend that care/.anyone.but
especially not a fond father anddevoted husbanddaamt in so...so selfish,
So stupid, so irresponsible a way as to have jeligpsd...'

'Don't dare give me that insubordination, miss!" Edgar roaneiw his
daughter's audacious tirade, making his wife drgdhair arms and blink
rapidly at the wall. June's head bowed almost tddpeto hide her glistening
eyes. 'l shall do as | wish with my own propertien | wish, without being
lectured on the subject by a female who has nd tmlever challenge my
behaviour...'

'l have every right. It was mine! By birth it wagne!' Rachel breathed in a
raw, choking voice. 'You have gambled away what laagully mine.’

Edgar approached her, bristling defensively benbathrage and disgust.
Their heights were almost equal, so to impress enhiis superiority he
expanded his chest on a deep breath and jutteadhiis 'No, miss...it
is...was...mine,' he corrected in a clipped tdhés mineuntil the day | die;
thereafter is it...was it.yours.As you see, | still breathe, and shall continue
to do so, despite that fact that | know how verymyou desire to choke the
life from me." His mouth tightened as he saw theaying tide of rosy
colour staining his eldest daughter's complexiois. \#ice quivered with
authority and emotion as he resumed, 'l say aginase you are at all
unsure of my meaning, that | shall do as | willlwmy own chattels. Never



shall | beg leave to act from dependants who befrefn the shelter and
support | provide. | refuse to be upbraided or ragg This was addressed
to his wife. 'And | refuse to account to any of ylou my gambling or my
drinking or for any other masculine pleasures inciwH might decide to
indulge.’

His wife stabbed at him a reproachful look at fpeaticular dictum which he
patently chose to ignore.

'Oh, Papa...you've done it on purpose... You'veenérgiven me, have
you?'

The statement was ragged with perception yet veiigtcand this time
Edgar's sallow cheeks regained sanguinity. Butdgslve was unimpaired
by his eldest daughter's awful accusation. Ste&dilgontinued, 'l say again,
we are not poor. We are not ruined. The day anyaf is ejected,
impoverished, on to the street because of my dsitige day you may berate
me for failing in my duty as head of this househ&ldtil that time, if you
wish to continue to partake of my protection, Illuar no more of it!" With
that parting shot he marched from the room, and a/iinal flourish banged
the door shut as he went.

'l said stop that noise, Sylvie!" Gloria Meredittreeched at her youngest
daughter as the sonorous silence was shatterdeelpythmic tattoo of feet
again beating time.

Sylvie jumped, quivered in her seat for a momedmentrushed from the
room, stifling a sob with a thumb stuck in her nfout

After a strained silence, Gloria cleared her thevat quavered, "You should
not have spoken to your father in that tone, Radhelas very bad of you.
I'm not saying he's blameless, but gentlemen withgs gamble and will
always suffer misfortunes at the tables. Propeh&es changed hands thus
since time immemorial. Your papa has been...unafge..unlucky, but, as
he says, it is not the end of the world.’,

'‘Unlucky!"Rachel spat. A grim smile skewed her shapely lipsyou really
believe this has anything to do wilickT She stalked off to the window,



feeling freezing cold yet consumed with a fiery g@agder mind was
crammed with a million seething thoughts yet shemssd unable to say
more because a well of murky despair was stagnbgngtelligence. There
was still a corner of her consciousness that wataieelieve it a mistake...a
joke... But one sweeping glance, encompassing hatheris blotchy
countenance and June's slumped, quaking shoultipsyved her of that
possibility. Oh, it was real. Closing her eyes, $tweed herself to find
coherent speech. Words scattered through heligsfin brusque sentences.
'l should say this has been cleverly schemed #teFa not been unlucky.
Losing Windrush is just part of his grand plan.whkmnts to settle old scores
and ease his conscience. It's the fault of thanieorg Irish bastard.'

'Rachel!” Gloria Meredith sharply remonstratedngiag up. 'I'll hear no

more of this...this talk. You forget yourself anthavyou speak to and are
become coarse; and vulgar out of bitterness! Yaucehat your papa said.
The Earl won fair and square. There were withessdebe whole game.

Your uncle Chamberlain was there. So was Mr PerabeiXou have no

guarrel with the integrity of those two gentlemsarely? Your father has
stressed he has no grievance with Lord Devaneacoasations to make
about the way play went that night...'

Rachel gave a bleak laugh. 'No; he has no accuasaiomake. But | have.
That Irish—' She swallowed, fought to dissipate Iiéx. 'That Irish major
fooled me too. | thought he meant what he said ¢oainthe Pembertons
about quietening the gossips and smoothing ovdripggdeasantness. His
intention, of course, is the exact reverse. Herltag made us the butt of
beau mondéerision and has certainly taken his revenge amus. And my
own father has allowed him...conspired with hint io ease some notion of
past indebtedness. | would guess, despite whabt@asred, he still likes
him, too.' She gazed at her mother with huge, sbelfes. 'l would guess he
still likes him a deal better than he likes mes. tvn flesh and blood.’



Gloria, arms outstretched, started towards her ldaugbut Rachel spun
away and avoided her. She pulled a hand acrosshieeks, and choked a
laugh. 'l think Devane knew very well when he gatbithat game and

realised that my father had no cash with whichabtbat, whilst drunk, he

might stake Windrush. As you say, Mama, countrysskeave ever been won
and lost on the baize. He knew that this propertyy inheritance. He knew
that losing it to him would devastate me more tkaowing the estate had
been accidentally razed to the ground. Since werret here from London

you have asked me several times if Lord Devand amae now friends and

| didn't properly reply. Now I shall. I know withba shadow of a doubt that
we are not friends, Mama. In fact, | can confidgsthte that we are about to
become the bitterest of enemies.’



Chapter Seven

'Don't go, Rachel, please. There's no need. | ttatyt mind being married
in London and | know William won't object. As Pagpaid, it does have
certain advantages for the guests...'

T don't give a tinker's cuss about the guestsnaittier should you! It is to
be your day. Yours and William's. Don't you daréevand tell him there is
to be any change,' she hastily interjected asiteght occurred to her. 'You
shall be married at Windrush, as originally plannétindrush shall be my
inheritance as our ancestors planned. The statusd¢o be maintained, that
is what | have planned. All will be well again,gmise,' Rachel concluded
with a mettlesome smile and a toss of her goldexa he

June looked unconvinced so Rachel gave her siaten'slittle encouraging
shake. 'Don't look so terrified," she admonishi&d.the one who must soon
do battle with the Irish usurper.’

'Don't speak so, Rachel! You know Mama and Paphbsilangry if they
again hear you cursing his lordship.'

'l wasn't actually swearing, although I'll conféesbeing plagued by the
desire where he's concerned. An usurper is juaheyfterm for a thief...a
mean embezzler, which justly describes him.'

'‘Well, don't let them hear you say that eithemelwarned on a grimace, her
eyes sliding to the chamber door. 'Papa maintagnssiit dishonest, and
won't hear a word doubting his integrity, and Maagaees with him.'

'Well, she would, wouldn't she?' A scoffing littligh escaped Rachel. '‘Our
poor mama is of that downtrodden generation thakghonce a woman is
wed she relegates her ideas, her beliefs, everchaacter beneath her
husband's, however biased and bigoted he mightSbe.if you intend
retaining any degree of independence and idemtitjrin connubial bliss,
ponder on our parents' relationship and let it balatary lesson to you.' She
finished the homily on a humorous look and an eraafgd finger wag.



'Is that wrong, then, Rachel?' June hesitantlyigdefWanting to be like
Mama? Accepting a wife's role is to be loyal antifduand perhaps even
subordinate to the man she loves? Is that stupid?’

'‘No...well, not necessarily..." Rachel mutteredhtvitague impatience, for

she had no wish to be seriously lecturing or sgtsitmndards in her sister's
marriage. 'Anyway, William is a different kind ofam to our chauvinistic

papa. He is younger...more liberal and progressivgs views on women's

dues and their capabilities. He holds no prejudiagainst the women

derogatorily termed blue-stockings by the lesdligent and well read, and

| know he supports Elizabeth Fry in her prison nef® for women and

children, for we've discussed it before. He's aleb unsympathetic to

Princess Caroline and the poor woman's plight athidinds of her gross
consort.'

'It seems you know more of his politics and beltetn | do, then," June said
with uncharacteristic tartness. 'For | don't reaalever having such a
conversation.'

‘That's because, when with you, he is too busy aagnand adoring you to
speak of such mundane things," Rachel soothedstwbaltting down the

clothes in her trunk. 'He is a man in love. He sdotentertain and woo his
beloved. You, my dear, have inspired an enviedsietulove match. You

will have time enough, once the honeymoon is awetalk of Government

policies and the price of bacon. William is a fiman. He cherishes you.
You won't be bored, even when being cosy and cdatita together. | like

him very much.' Rachel sighed in conclusion.

June twisted a smile. 'And he likes you. At oneetirthought perhaps a little
too well—' She broke off as Rachel flapped a dismig hand.

'‘Get away! I'm far too old for him! | look to belaast four years his senior!
He is grateful to me, that is the most of his cdesation. And so he ought to
be! After all, | bestowed on him the honour of anroduction to my
beautiful, sweet sister. You were surrounded byisgtslast year during
the month we were in London. | swear poor Willigmught he might be
beaten off by one of those distinguished fellow&ifie Guard regimentals.
You were barely visible at times for a battaliorred coats.'



Piqued by the hint that her beloved looked likeog, June quickly advised,
'He is nearly twenty-four, you know." She sighed. T'waycever him |
wanted, in any case. But | confess to liking theklof a military man." A
sidelong look accompanied, 'l always swooned ower Major in his
Hussar's uniform. | know | was only thirteen whenvwas courting you, but
| suppose it won't hurt now to say thavdsvery jealous that you had him. |
used to dream that some day..." The disclosuredtailff. Instead she
revealed, 'When Connor would visit, expecting youoe home, only to
discover you'd gone out with Isabel, | would shagssly traipse after him,
you know. If Papa or Mama were at home they'd iy ®ap him until you
returned. But if Sylvie was in the nursery and ne wvas about but me, I'd
be delighted to have him to myself. I'd falselymise you'd soon be back
and he'd simply smile in that way he has thattjlista corner of his mouth.’
June's lips slanted in an unconscious yet stugipdoaimation of what she
was describing. 'Then he'd linger a while, and laskl how my lessons
went.' Despite receiving no response from her isisigne knew she was
stirring Rachel's interest. What she'd always f@avas that her beautiful
older sister might be amused by her schoolgirlltius Connor.

June had spent her formative years in her charisnietadstrong big sister's
shadow. The difference in their ages had once ptedeher sharing
Rachel's glittering social life. She remembered Bechel and Isabel, born
just eighteen months apart, had been inseparabds Bow, with no sibling
here between them, getting Rachel's full attentas rare and
complimentary. June hadn't once thought this rorodittte tale might bond
them in a bittersweet reminiscence. Softly she inoetl, There was one
occasion he caught me spying on him late at nigioiuigh the banisters at
Beaulieu Gardens.'Rachel folded the dress in haddjamade neat the
edges, before turning to look at June. 'l nevemkgeu ever noticed him
like that. You never said.’'

'l often wondered whyounever noticed him like that," June ventured to say
with rare pithiness. 'At thirteen | vowed if | h&dn, | should never stand
him up when he came to take me out. | vowed | woekkr leave him idling

at a loose end in case another young lady caughty&. But then | was
too...naive...l suppose, to realise that you didare if another lady lured
him away, for you didn't really love him at allidd/ou?’



'l wasn't standing him up. | was...l was making lanvare | wasn't prepared
to be always there... waiting...when he and Paplniaghing better to do
with themselves,' escaped Rachel in a hoarse whisipevas followed
immediately by, 'What did he say when he caught gpying on him?
Probably told you to go away, | suppose. He negemed very interested in
children...'

'Oh, no, he was kind. He waited till you and thieestguests—it was Aunt
and Uncle Chamberlain and some other, very granglpevho were with

you— had gone into the drawing room, then he camee t talk to me. It
was as well Mama didn't spot me there, at closenidnight, in my

nightgown and bare feet. | expect she'd have hadae fit.'

'No doubt..." Rachel murmured, but continued begdime with a look for
further scraps of the story.

"You'd been to the opera with a Lord and Lady saraeew other. | know it
wasThe Magic Flutdoy Mozart, for Connor gave me the theatre programm
and the white rose from his buttonhole. He looke&dtegqmagnificent, |
thought, with his sleek black hair and that scartett..." June shifted on the
bed where she was sitting. 'l still have the progree and | pressed the rose.
| don't know why I've kept them so longix years..How odd. NowI'm
about to be a bride, not you. I'm in love...yell $thave keepsakes from
another man." The peculiarity was stressed by aenund) of her
honey-coloured eyes. 'l felt sure he would tell ymuhad given me those
momentoes. | thought between yourselves you migkie Hound my daft
infatuation amusing.’

‘No, he never told me,' Rachel said softly. 'l| mésreew...' She shook out the
gown she had just carefully folded, then refoldeexactly as it had been
and smoothed it before placing it into the trunkthAd complete change of
tone she laughed. 'It's as well, then, he has simo&n himself to be unkind,
or we might now all be languishing in thrall to tineap Irish charm he
employs.'

Something in her sister's shrill tone moved Juneéssure her. 'No matter
that you didn't much care for him, I'm sure he adgtou Rachel. | recall



how he would look at you. | used to wish that salag someone would look
that way at me...'

'Well, now you know better than to be taken in lmy &uch nonsense,’
Rachel returned briskly. 'Bovine-eyed regard ispdyntlear evidence of a
beast-brain.’

'l noticed the way he was looking at you when yame in together at the
Pembertons' soiree...'

'He played his part well, did he not?' Rachel imteted busily. 'All smooth

solicitude and sophistication. And | never guessaalbe the prelude to his
revenge. | feel quite foolish now about that. Yee,sJune, damning proof;
he is still a beast...a monster, in fact. And to chpgrin | expect | shall

honestly become quite beastly myself as | battte¢over what is rightfully

mine...ours. You will be married here in HertforalehThere is no doubt of
that. Soon | shall return with the deeds to WinHrughere is, indeed, no
doubt of that, either!

From the corner of a blue eye she saw he waswtitthing her. But Rachel
didn't turn about or acknowledge his attention ity avay. Instead she
thanked Ralph as he helped her up into the trangethaise. Settling back
into the creaky old squabs, she deliberately tuhrexchead away from the
bricks and mortar she loved...the house she wadd scheme and battle
for.

Since the afternoon in the library earlier in theak when she had learned of
her sire's drunken antics, and had had the bramacdy to take him to task
over turning her world upside down, father and ddeighad kept their
distance—and a glacier of politeness between themken a chance
encounter brought them face to face.

Yesterday morning, at breakfast, when she had amsauher intention to
travel to London with Noreen Shaughnessy accompagryer, she had read
in the glancing look that clashed her parents' dyasneither believed true
the reason she gave for so soon journeying once moothe metropolis.
Neither of them had challenged her decision toaga@ only her mother
commented upon it, pronouncing a slightly falterhmgpe that she should



have a pleasant trip. Not that Rachel had expebsd to try and stop her
going. She was, after all, a woman approachingwenty- sixth birthday.

Every Michaelmas, for the past six years, she reacklied to Aunt Florence
in York. This autumn would be no exception to thker Strictly speaking, it
was not unusual or improper for her to travel alonith just a sturdy,

respectable female servant for company.

On this occasion, because she wouldn't be forcecbeoa liar by
circumstances imposed on her by Devane, she'd exention of acting on
the excuse she gave her parents for her brief sojautown. She'd written
straight away to Lucinda, and although it was tarsfor a reply, she knew
her friend would be grateful for her presence,edittle son, Alan, was an
energetic child who, Lucinda had fondly moaned, gaise a handful now
he was up onto his feet and getting nimble jush&swas getting clumsy and
retiring more and more to her day bed. When Lucinad been pregnant
with that little boy, Rachel had gone to stay viigr friend, for poor Lucinda
had suffered debilitating sickness in the first mhenof her pregnancy.
Lucinda’'s older sister was unable to assist asvsisealso in an interesting
condition and soon due to be delivered of her seabnld. Paul Saunders
had fairly begged Rachel to be an angel and underthe office of
companion and mentor to his wife, for he was arxithiat the unremitting
bouts of nausea were making her seriously depreBsathel, despite being
a single lady, was very poignantly acquainted withse twins, pain and joy,
that attached themselves so powerfully to pregnaBbg had wanted to be
useful and was more than happy to keep her bestdfitompany. Within a
month the sickness ceased, Lucinda's spirits |ifed she sailed serenely
through the latter part of her confinement.

Rachel was not yet sure how much she would reedsit friend about what
had really brought her to London. Obviously thettgmen's clubs and the
ladies' salons would have been abuzz with the rieatsLord Devane had
taken the Merediths' country estate in a gambliely But, as her mother
had rightly said, it was not so unusual an occweerfor fortunes and
property to change hands in such places.

That thought redrew Rachel's awareness to the ;g casement that
overlooked the drive and presently framed behinghseg panes a slight,
solitary figure within its weathered beams. Stiésavoided looking directly



at him. She had taken up that position herselfgustv days ago, and with
pitiful innocence, gladly watched her papa gallgpiome. Never once had
she guessed he might bring such awful tidings hiitth Now it was his turn

to stand sentinel and wait and watch. He, she weaes &knew full well she

was going away with the intention of righting thgpalling wrong he had

done her.

Beside the carriage, Noreen was taking her leavepsister. With a final
pat at Mary's broad back, she gave her a littléa jpusl Mary was obediently
scuffling back over gravel towards the house. Vditinenchant look at her
mistress that terminated in a subordinate bob ofibey head, Noreen was
soon settling herself into the seat opposite wahdun cloak neatly pulled
about her.

As the vehicle jerked forward Rachel instinctivélyned her head, and
looked up. Her father raised a hand. Involuntasing returned the salute,
although smiling back was beyond her. And thendshest sight of his
pathetically gaunt figure as they entered the agesfumagnificent horse
chestnuts that straddled the drive with gigantidogr limbs.

Edgar Meredith placed his raised palm flat agagtess and watched as his

eldest child slipped from sight into a tunnel ofisg fresh greenery. He
tilted his weary head and whispered to the ceili@god luck, my love.'

T'll wait.'

'‘Ahem, | don't think that would be wise, Miss.... 8leredith, did you say?
‘Yes, 1 did.'

'Well, Miss Meredith, | have no idea just how Idhg Earl might be abroad.'

'Is he due to return today?"



‘Today, yes. When, | have no idea. | shouldn't visslalarm you with the
news, madam, but yesterday his lordship was ou foefore midday to
beyond midnight.’

'‘Be assured | am not made timid by the knowledgay Msit here?'

Rachel indicated the closest high-backed, uncomibtetlooking mahogany
seat set against a cream- washed wall. In trughthibught of loitering for so
long was little short of terrifying. But then sheubted she would need to. It
was not quite yet the hour to dine. She imaginedd Lbevane might
reappear to partake of his dinner before he sgeidlfor the evening. The
Earl's butler was deliberately being pessimistiontier to move her on. He
had the unyielding mien of a man charged solelf #ie task of preventing
undesirables settling anywhere within this augbstda. Even in this vast
vestibule. But then it was exceedingly imposing ififle austere, with its
royal-blue velvet draperies and heavy dark fureitoecked against the lofty
walls.

Joseph Walsh, the butler, was under the impregbadrthis woman should
be grateful he was even granting her a show ofdntee. He strove to retain
the illusion a while longer, lest he might be mista in mentally maligning

her as an odd eccentric out on an obscure cabings a scheming minx out
on the make. He'd been in Connor Flinte's employdme years now. He
had travelled with the Earl to Wolverton Manor, kst estate in Ireland
#nd once, in the role of valet, endured less lwugiaccommodation while
sharing a bivouac with the Major on the continami he didn't recognise
her from amongst his master's friends or formataggances. He knew for
sure she'd never been welcomed into this house.

You'd need to be a blind man to miss she was aypdsneath the smudges,
and she was obviously driven by an urgent and stubbfesire to speak to
the Earl. Not a promising combination, all thingssidered. Despite the
grime, her attire was of good quality, her manmet speech proclaimed her
genteel, and she looked to be some years past lagority..more
missionary than mistress material...but then, whenreflected on the
hussies that masqueraded as ladies in society,didhat crisp vowel and a
nice poke bonnet signify?



Joseph Walsh had, in his career as gentleman'segemt, held positions
with some of the most eminent bachelors the pearagjel boast and he was
fully cognisant of their self-indulgent pleasures.few years ago he'd
worked for a young viscount who would boldly knagkthe household and
usher lightskirts into his own residence when foaed frisky. Most of his
noble patrons had thankfully maintained some patand been entertained
more discreetly by their paramours. But he was &blgearly recall, over
twenty years of service, quite a few instances whmld wenches had
turned up uninvited on the doorstep with their ibsliswollen and their
hands out too. Oh, he knew the tricks of that paldr trade and the games
the Quality played. Thus his eyes, beneath his pagpery brows, were
professionally dispassionate in their distaste @dobked Miss Meredith
over, in particular to detect any loss of a waigtlunder her cloak.

Rachel bridled beneath his supercilious scrutingd l$he guessed what
really flared those fastidious nostrils, she mighve slapped his po-face.
She imagined what disgusted him was that ladiesallystook more care
with their appearance before presenting themseateshis illustrious
address with every intention of gaining entry. 8las not being seen at her
best, she knew. Her hat was dusty, her pelissenmedacaked. She was, she
admitted to herself, looking distinctly tired amdwvel-stained.

London and its environs had recently been battbsed wild bombastic
storm, so the eloquent pot-man at the Bell at Edorohad imparted when
they had broke their journey on the way into Londoorder to refresh the
horses, as they had on the way out of it barelgakwago. The courtyard at
the hostelry had' been running with mire that aéld in the ruts engineered
by the frequent to-ing and fro-ing of numerous ieges. And, careful as she
had been to keep her clothes out of the pothokspbots and hems had
become encrusted on the short hop and skip frorhcimetavern.

Now, after a lengthy journey, she was arrived adestination. And she had
no idea why she had acted so bizarrely by comuaggsit here without even
repairing to Beaulieu Gardens to wash her facechathge her clothes. A
nap to refresh her body and mind would also haw ¥ sound benefit
before she went on the attack. Now, stranded, wabe's hallway, with the
wind gone from her sails because he was nowheng abtake the full vent



of it, she realised it might be best to try and enakdignified retreat and
return when better able to cope with the situation.

A smart young footman was lounging by the entrastiéholding wide one

side of the double-doors while leering at her. ©bsgly he expected her to
be sent back down the stone steps, possibly adsigtihe toe of the haughty
butler's boot. She tilted her chin, glared at hinthwce-blue eyes and
knotted her mouth in violent indignation. It clandpgghter for she was
suddenly bedevilled by the vulgar urge to regagsétwo menials with the
news that she had once had the good sense to tfggatian they obviously
deemed too grand to grant her an audience, evehénaden within doors.

Coolly, determinedly she bit her tongue, and gaitieher bespattered
garments in her tight fists. Keeping the heavy hetear of the polished

wood floor, and skirting the cream and blue orientg with a fierce dragon

design, she swept to the mahogany chair she had émt and made use of
it. In case that didn't clearly display her intentio sit tight, she untied her
bonnet strings, combed out her untidy golden snaitls nervous fingers,

then placed the headgear on her lap with an absélute finality.

She stared challengingly at the footman by the daatil his cocky
expression drooped. He swivelled uneasy eyes tsupsrior. The butler
merely jerked his faded sandy head, and at theakitpe great door was
pushed shut. With a furtive expression of admiratiow on his face, the
smartly liveried young footman was marching ofbittie deeper recesses of
the house.

'Is his lordship expecting you, Miss Meredith?'eJgs Walsh asked with
exceedingly weary courtesy.

'Yes,' Rachel immediately lied. Then with a wryensmile realised that, of
course, it was probably no lie after all...

Rachel glanced up at the hallway clock and notihedime was already five
minutes to eight; she calculated that Noreen woyldow be unloading at
Beaulieu Gardens. On discovering that Lord Devaa® out, a pre-arranged
signal to Ralph, waiting in the road, had sentrtbarriage on its way. From
a purely practical point of view, it seemed poiggléor them all to kick their



heels in Berkeley Square, awaiting the arrivalhef isurper. Noreen could
be usefully employed in unpacking the trunks, aatpRin attending to the
horses.

Her servants thought she was addled in the wits,3be had seen it in their
watchful eyes as she alighted in front of this niggnt townhouse,
looking distinctly the worse for wear yet obstindtat she would present
herself at once.

Noreen had limited her cautions on the wisdom@B@on making a call to
simply clucking her tongue and muttering, 'Sure ,yan'll be after wanting
to see to y'self first, m'm. Time enough tomorceseée your friends.'

‘Tomorrow, | shall see miyiends,Noreen,' Rachel had told her as she gazed
up at the elegant facade of her foe's residéBuetoday, | must see hjtmad
echoed on silently in her mind.

Ralph had gruffly stated, quite sweetly paternhé kad thought, that he
would call back for her in a hour so she must thergood and ready to
leave. Rachel had soothed his unspoken, obliqueiesoby saying she

forbade any such thing for she was certain she dvbaloffered transport
home. In view of the bitter accusations congedti@agmind, awaiting to be

blasted at his lordship's head, she knew she @{gdct no such courtesy.
But she had the means to purchase a ride homedatehackneys were
readily available. It had been early still; justee-thirty and the evenings so
light at this time of the year. It had only fleagin crossed her mind that it
might be pitch dark when she finally got to findrHeed at Beaulieu

Gardens...

Rachel leaned her heavy head back against the watithing through the
fanlights over the double doors the silver cresamd trio of spangles
placed like fancy patches on midnight-blue vel¥etvispy cloud dimmed
their mesmerising shimmering, and with a sigh slukéd away from the
heavens. Her head fell sideways, loosening yet malaen tresses to drape
her cloaked shoulders, and she glanced at the.clowkas a superfluous
checking, for each sonorous hour chimed away by rragnificent



time-piece in the corner had roused her from heubded thoughts.
Ten-fifteen was the time. Those fifteen minutes destyged like fifty since
last she'd been startled into straightening inhlaed, inhospitable chair.

After being presented with a little refreshmentegght-thirty—a glass of
lemonade and some cinnamon biscuits—she'd remanecded in the hall,
except for a phlegmatic look from the butler onkebourly vigil that took
him to the front door to needlessly check and edttle locks. Even on
collecting her empty plate and tumbler an hourlagd said nothing to her.

During the lonely quiet with just her thoughts teeb her company, an
unavoidable introspection had produced nothing iiits. Instead, a
disquieting certainty was plaguing her that shedadd with a total lack of
sense or maturity after arriving at this illustsoaddress. Adamant she
would not be worsted by servants who had insinusiedwas unworthy of
their attention, never mind that of the Earl of Beg, she had insisted on
forcing upon them her presence and demanding arerazed with their
master.

Six years ago, when she had been engaged to Cétinte, their social
standing had been fairly equal. He had been a catchdoubt; but then so
had she, with her beauty, her youth and her hestagss.

Now she was past her prime and the heart of heritalnce was gone; a
chasm seemed to yawn between their conditions. wride was pricked
by knowing it! And by recalling how her adversagdbeen fawned over at
the Pembertonshusicale At thirty, he was more eligible than ever; he was
obviously well-liked, not only by her partisan fathbut by the fashionable
set. His London residence, she could see, had sowsdy, stately
appointments, and his servants were naturally eubigvet his callers. Had
she not been feeling so very defensive, she woale laccepted that his
butler was simply attending to his duty, not takengersonal dislike to her.
In fact, as she had not requested refreshment, what an unexpected
kindness on his part.

Grudgingly, she realised she had been treated mitine respect than
perhaps her petulance allowed. As the hour gremdat it became obvious
the master was not returning to dine...or to seevisitor, his manservant



could have insisted she leave...but he had not.reMand more, as the
minutes dragged on, was she beset by an urgerk aWay. Yet she
couldn't. For her own peace of mind she must remdiare she was. It
seemed pointless staying, yet equally ill-advigelkave. If she fled, details
of her bold intrusion would be recounted to the terasvhen he arrived
home.

Arriving here like a whirlwind, acting like an unkgt harpy, in the hope of
impressing on him that she didn't give a fig how kioked for he was not
worth the courtesy of a clean dress and a scrutdeglexion, had been the
sort of tempestuous conduct that would better laetiild Sylvie's age. She
had wasted over two hours that could have beemopsuch good use. She
yawned, let her lids flutter low over her drowsydleyes. A bath, a proper
meal...a nap. All those alluring comforts she haddsed. She could have
chosen oblivion for a few hours. She could havee@gor the opiate of

blessed sleep...

Words were whispering in her brain like maliciousiogts, slowly
penetrating her cosy dream, spoiling it. She tulmechead fitfully trying to
recapture the magic of laughing with Isabel, chgttwith Isabel...being
with Isabel.

Isabel raised her hands; pale fingers were outsieetto her, teasing, as
though they might beckon, not wave farewell as dreaded. They did

neither; she felt a gentle human touch on her gletedking. She was being
soothed because her sister would soon be gone agatrto her and far...far
away. The fair oval of Isabel's face, the gleanhenlong fawn hair were

becoming indistinct...fading, even though Rachdedato her...demanded
she stay with a sob cracking her voice.

Rachel sought those hands, wanting the comforthefe@mbrace, but a
redolence of masculine scent, a hard male bodyhtened her senses out of
their coma. She jerked upright in her seat, thiex tio press backwards into
it. She stared through misty, sleep-blinded eyesmaan. His dark, frowning
face was close to hers and she realised he wastisgudose to her chair.
Beyond him were fuzzy silhouettes of two other m8he blinked and



swallowed, blinked and swallowed, already fearful tbe dreadful
embarrassment which was building just beyond thakihg residue of her
daze. For on the periphery of her mind still torte€elithe anxieties that had
hounded her into sleep. Oh, she was aware thateshascreeping closer to
cow her and she closed her eyes tight, hoping ltbihat bay.

When eventually she jabbed a look past Lord Devdhis, time she

recognised, with a stab of despair, the two othen mho were witnessing
her distress. The short, elderly butler was quitgilling to a tall, fair-haired

man. Jason Davenport was looking at her too. Henhabn never left her.

Rachel felt her stomach coil in to knots and irudden panic she tried to
rise. Her legs were stiff, awkward from sitting lsmg, and she grabbed
behind for support from the chair as slowly shaightened.

Connor was rising as she did, keeping pace with d¢iese to her and, as
cramp made her sob and stumble, he steadied heravwiitm grip on her
arms.

His soft Irish accent penetrated her torpor, thstfclear words she
understood. 'Come, it's time to go home, Rachel...'

'What time is it?' was all she could croak on & smiresponse.
'‘One-thirty..."

'One-thirty?' she echoed back. 'You're late...$e..lashe accused on an
indrawn, shivering breath.

'I know...I'm sorry..." he soothed in that honeilkysvoice that could so
easily have drawn her back to rest.

Without another word he moved her close, an arnutaber shoulders
absorbing the force of her uncontrollable quakiHg. took her over the
polished wood floor in a way that barely necessdater feet touching it.
She was aware of the butler going that way toocoptned the door, looked
at her with great intent, and then she was intonatight air and lifted,

floating, dreamlike, down the steps.



It seemed the most natural thing in the world,leswas rocking gently in
his carriage, that he would shift to sit by hell| keeping her close as she
drifted in and out of dozes...resting against hisst.



Chapter Eight
'Win you be after wanting me to pour, Miss Rachel?'
'No...I shall manage. That will be all, thank yblgreen.'

Noreen Shaughnessy looked at her mistress, thetedla bold stare from
beneath her rusty lashes at the tall, distinguigfggdleman lounging at his
ease by the mantel. After a low, deferential cuttsyt caused tufts of
springy hair to escape her neat cap and spoiliber of his handsome self,
she withdrew.

Rachel remained facing the closed door for a mong@intourse...someone
else who approved of him, and a countrywoman td.dger full lips took
on a decidedly disapproving skew, before she guialdnt to the tea tray
Noreen had placed on the morning-room table. "Thamkfor coming so
promptly, sir...my lord." She slipped over the m@k& in his address with
slick brevity. 'First, 1 must apologise for requegt your presence so
shockingly early in the day, but | thought it seensensible, for propriety
sake as much as anything, to get this over betwse&s soon as possible...'
Again, her soft, shapely lips pursed; this timedgret at not having more
tactfully phrased her preliminaries. After all, hlam wasto exploit that
show of warm indifference that this man had fistblished between them
at the Pembertons'. Time enough in the monthsatbald follow for him to
discover just how hostile she really felt: For nslve was willing to curb her
emotions and prepare the ground for the seedsrgsloe In fact, she was
willing to do anything within her power to safegdaiune a happy and
harmonious wedding day at Windrush. Regaining Imeiitance was
another matter: a feat she was willing to work tagamore slowly and
stealthily.

A flitting' glance reached his face. As she feabahind his mild expression
lurked faint amusement. He also looked disturbinglpressive. His attire
was understated elegance: a gilt-buttoned tail-obatavy blue, and fawn
buckskin breeches that seemed moulded to his polgrysique. A crisp

shirt looked spotless; a snowy cravat faultlesssifuss-free folds. Tasselled
Hessian boots had obviously provided his valet \itlrs of toil: the one

stubbed lazily on its toe, bridging the other, weilecting the Greek-key



design bordering the carpet. She hadn't beforenf@ihed to notice that he
wore his hair unfashionably long and uncurled:iektpelt of sable appeared
to obscure his collar and weak sunlight, stengltimough the lace curtains,
was dieting his head with an ebony patina. Helhtset a little. So, what if
he looked well? He'd ever been an attractive niamnetwas no need to make
so much of it now.

Those startlingly blue eyes were not fully operhassurveyed her, but he
didn't have the debilitated air of one deprivedeadt. In fact, beneath his
languid demeanour, she guessed the Earl of Devase&e+ pressingly alert.
Her summons for him to come to Beaulieu Garderseaten o'clock this
morning—a time when no self-respecting member@fdhwould be out of
bed, let alone out of doors—must have reached httmeadawn-like hour of
nine. Yet here he was, arrived on time, lookingnsmaculately turned out
that he must have roused himself to be punctusbas as Ralph handed in
her message at his residence.

Not thatshewas a stranger to a meticulaiedette: having yesterday made
an utter fool of herself in every way, startingwpiresenting herself at his
home looking for all the world like a sloven, andighing the fiasco by
blubbing like a baby, she had undertaken to beityigrersonified today.

Every possible advantage must be hers when regdmin on home ground.
So, in contrast to last evening's unkempt brat,helped that, this morning,
she once more resembled an elegant, mature woman.

Her sprig-muslin morning dress was of demure enljies yet fitted snugly
to her bosom thus endowing her moderate bust witlzcamum amount of
cleavage. The skirt flared little and a hint ofvageous hips was revealed
beneath barely opaque gauze. Her com- ' plexionwhigs with fatigue, yet
she'd forgone rouge; she knew that, oddly, theopallited her, as did the
bruise-like smudges colouring the translucent adl®eneath her eyes for
they accentuated their blue. This morning she l&dn pains to appear
quite interestingly ethereal and in need of a gronan's care and
protection—which was what she'd received from atranexpected quarter
last night. She was willing to play up to the camclee had shown her then.
It was hardly surprising he'd pitied her considgtime pathetic spectacle she
had made of herself. It would have needed to ballaus rogue, indeed,



who'd remain unmoved while she snivelled like @ kmil. So, against all
odds, she had gained something from the debacléanued that even the
stormiest cloud might turn up a silver lining.

Not that conquering her chagrin had been easy.eThtate presentable
gowns were strewn, screwed up, on her bed upstaiese she had lobbed
them in roiling pique. She had been still buttortimg one, finally opted for

in a panic, with Noreen hopping and skipping arobed plying the tongs to
her hair, when his curricle drew up outside at fiviautes to eleven. But the
furious preparations had been worthwhile: Rachal saphisticated enough
to understand that a lot of her jilted fiance'slsd impassivity derived from

the fact that he was not unmoved by her fragilenaoly charms. And she
did mean to charm him into submission...for whaeglnitially, had she to

use? Just a’hope he might be tempted to obligevitlera favour because
once they'd been just hours away from becoming ananwife...

Aware she had been dithering with cups and sawdatst all this registered
in her mind, Rachel made a brisk show of agitathmg tea in the teapot.
Immediately the utensil was tilted and the brew stasaming into a cup. In
a rather thin voice she hastily enlarged on hevipus blunt comment. T
thought it best for both our sakes that we meetyebefore any of our
acquaintances might be up and about and spy ydueclgeoutside. I'd hate
to give people further cause to speculate overirgalbetween the
Merediths and the Earl of Devane.’

'l understand...’
'Yes...I thought you would. Cream and sugar?'
'Yes, thank you.'

Wordlessly Rachel concentrated on being a compétestess. With a final
extra drip of cream added to his cup, she wasfieatig looked just so, and
carried it towards him. She had barely covered thafdistance when she
realised she'd been overgenerous and the trenhar ifingers was likely to
send a quantity of the beverage slopping into thear. She halted with a
tut and a frown, and stared dismayed at her hot, fimgers. 'Oh, how
clumsy. I'm sorry. | shall get you another...'



"There's no need—'

'No. I shall pour a fresh one,' Rachel insisteuinaof obstinacy shrill in her
tone. 'lt is no trouble. There is still plenty imetpot." She backed away a
pace, the cup held out rigidly in front of her Bsugh she feared she might
upset the rest on the way back to the table. Wity diee not let Noreen
perform this stupid ritual? she silently beratedsk#.

Although her eyes were riveted on the delicateaflgorcelain, she was
aware of the moment he relinquished lounging agdims mantel. She
increased her pace backwards as he advanced,aitieeny rattling in her
damp hand. Firm fingers coiled about her wrist, imglt steady so he could
relieve her of what remained of his tea.

She watched a hateful rivulet of orange pekoeritaaidelicate blue vein on
the back of her hand while wending its way towaras. He dammed the
flow with a dark thumb, then, placing down his cdped her skin with a

handkerchief idly extracted from a pocket. Whenlthen had disappeared
whence it came, still he held her and still hersayere fixed to the manacle
of brown fingers on her wrist. His closeness, lgktladministering touch,

reminded her, undeniably, of last night. Her comjale lost its appealing

pallor to a remorseless surge of blood as she réraead cuddling up quite

shamelessly to him in his carriage when he brobghhome: But they had
spoken little, other than for him to tease out@ftie necessary information
that, yes, she was staying at Beaulieu Gardensyasdbut for servants, she
was alone...

From settling herself uninvited in his hallway ttupging into a deep
dreamy sleep that necessitated him waking helet bBgr, she had behaved
outrageously. The awful irony was that she coudddy recall being on the
point of making ready to fly away home. But befshe could act, Isabel had
called to her, as often she did when she was @pektveary and, with her
eyes heavy and her heart heavy, she had wantedttohgpr...just for a short
while.

Heaven only knew what his stepbrother must thinke{ having seen her
thus. No, that wasn't tru&heknew exactly what he must think of her. He
had never liked her. Now, instead of classing hehallow little flirt of



nineteen, he would brand her a calculating spir@térto filch this noble
bachelor's attention from worthier females. Jasavdbport and Mrs
Pemberton probably had one solitary thing in comntioey both imagined
she was desperate to once more insinuate hersgl€onnor Flinte's good
books, and any shameless method would do. Andwieseg right...but not
for the reason they thought. Thank you for bringmg safely home last
night,’ she blurted out. 'Also, | owe you an apglagd an explanation for
my...my bizarre behaviour.'

'I'm sorry you had such a long wait and receivethguoor hospitality in my
absence. I've to speak further to Joseph about that

‘Joseph? Your butler? No...you must not scold hshg' hastily interjected.
'‘Considering how...bold and presumptuous | was, atwonder he allowed
me over the threshold at all. And he served mette Irefreshment. |
intended at first only tarrying a while in case yeturned for your dinner. It
is my own fault | stupidly lingered so long, thesil fasleep. You weren't to
know of my visit, so mustn't feel guilty that yoidahot appear sooner.’

‘You're right. 1 won't,' he drawled with a silkyfsgess. 'On reflection, it
seems only fair that you should have wasted oneiegehoping | might
come home. | recall several times kicking my heethis very room waiting
for you, even though we'd a prior engagement.’

Rachel swallowed, tentatively rotated her wrishis grip, hoping to free it.
So, his sympathy was as transient as her sopHisticthis morning. But
then she should have known his memory was not@a. sh

'Why did you do it so often, Rachel?’

'Why did you put up with it so often, Major Flinte8he hissed back, goaded
to ungovernable recklessness by his mild words.t&steev back her golden
head to clash an icy glare with eyes of cerulear.bA glint of satisfaction
made his eyelids heavy, and was endorsed by & $ligh his ruthless lips.

So he wanted her to acknowledge the reasons foevesnge. As if she ever
would forget! Well, she had a long memory, too! S¥esn't about to play



this out on his terms. She was calling the tunedl A@would dance to it...as
he always had!

'l imagine your servants were suspicious of adngttme to your house
because of my bedraggled appearance,” she remavitbdadmirable
fairness as, with an abrupt manipulation, she lidydiberated her wrist. She
went to attend to the vase of full-blown yellow eesn the centre of the
table, straightening the stems and collecting Iquals from the polished
mahogany.

There was no response to her gracious blame-takuigshe was aware of
the blue flame of his regard on her face as sheddhe carpet, idly
searching for somewhere to dispose of the perfudeddis cupped in her
palm. 'l expect you noticed | had mud on my clothey hair was
everywhere...' she added with a self-deprecatitig lhoue, and a wave of
her free hand illustrating how today's sleek codfhhad yesterday escaped
its pins to drape her shoulders.

As silence reigned unabated, she realised he widredgely withholding
his participation from a tentative rapprochement ¢hat by doing so he
was successfully eroding her confidence. She ne¢adleguickly bring
matters to a head, for she meant what she'd saidt aimt giving any
inquisitive individuals cause to tattle over spyitige Earl of Devane's
carriage outside her address. Once it was knowrmatideen in residence
alone, the town tabbies would soon put two and tivgether and make a
salacious scandal. And no whiff of anything untadvatrust be allowed, by
association, to spoil June's good name with hedimgdmminent. She tried
again. T'm sorry to disturb you this morning. lligathat, having kindly
escorted me home, there was little of the nightftefyou to properly rest. |
would not have roused you so early had it not gessing that | speak to
you urgently. I know you'd rather be abed...'

She got her response, and a hard laugh that chidedl don't object to you
rousing me, Rachel...but you're right...I'd ratbern bed...'

Connor's smile was sardonic as he watched her ¢easperambulating.
The fistful of bruised petals were abruptly tossedto the table. Their



powdery scent permeated the room as she clattespdan into a saucer.
Nervously she poured more tea, and immediatelyesi it.

He walked back to the hearth and propped an armstgg hoping to God
the full extent of just how well she roused him wasbvious. Hoping, too,
the full extent of his coarse vulgarity wasn't @us either. But he knew it
was. He'd disgusted her and he wasn't surprisedt dith he think he was
doing, talking to her like that? As though she wemme auditioning
courtesan? His fingers drummed in irritation agéiing white-painted wood
beneath them. He was talking to her like that beeauparamour was what
he wanted her to be, and God knew he could beviengior confusing the
issue. Gently born and still chaste maybe, butdshigen him every reason
to treat her with contempt. He wouldn't, of courgeyas as far from his
mind to despise her now as it had been six yearsvign she'd jilted him.
Yet she'd acted like the veriest trollop yesterdtawas hardly surprising his
manservant had imagined she might be a cast-oftresss brazenly
determined to air a grievance.

He knew exactly what she wanted with him and hahlexpecting her. But
he'd underestimated her urgency and her audadiighwnade him ponder
again that her father must have played his camsedb his chest on certain
aspects of this ridiculous pantomime. She obviousign't aware of all that
had passed between himself and Meredith. Firstdeehanded a fine estate
on a plate and now the same man served him upabighder. It was all too
obvious...too easy; but he was intrigued to fintjast how far shd would
go to get back what she wanted. And how far he evtatlher go... before he
let her go...

His jaw ground in self-loathing. He had a mistregs lavished on him a
repertoire of patient, ingenious sensuality; tddiproper appreciation, at
times. He watched his knuckles rapping out a baaahbjible tattoo against
the wall. In a way he felt sorry that Maria hadatork so hard to earn her
position in his life.

This icy blonde made his blood boil without evewirtg. Why was he
surprised...annoyed? She'd had that effect on leioréd. Then she'd been
confident of handling him like a pet dog, keepimg tlame. And he'd let her
have her way because he'd known it was a tempordrgiance of power.



At nineteen, Rachel Meredith had been flighty, [@tuand infuriating.

She'd also been beautiful, vivacious and steepe@dsoent sexuality. And
he'd recognised the signs...recognised the eroize fie'd won. And at
twenty-four he had had his masculine priorities:coeld be dunned by
every merchant in town, his household could digirete about his ears
while she shopped for stockings, so long as heRaathel, hot, permissive,
in his bed. Then, in moments of lust- free ratidgahe recognised that
despite her failings, he actually loved her, toadAt wasn't all to do with

her alluring body or her alluring dowry. It was fjueer. Rachel! God, he'd
been some kind of besotted fool! But not now. Nagreagain.

He could have had his pick of debutantes that yma&rhe'd chosen her on
condition the engagement was short. He had higamjlicommitments to
back his stipulation that a wedding be soon arrdnd¢e'd recently
increased rank from a captain in the Life Guards, tmajor in the Hussars.
And he was keen to promote his career becauses asfl, her social life,
which had seemed so central to her existence, waeildontrolled by his
status. So, in the few months of their betrothald ldecided to let her have
her head. He'd had every expectation of her soarghbas wife...and he
could be tolerant of her capricious, childish ways'd enough experience
with women to feel confident she'd grow up on theedding night...

Obviously he'd never really known her at all. Hegdtainly misjudged her
housekeeping skill; by all accounts she ran theelign menage very
efficiently. And the sensual heat she'd been fieth at nineteen was
nowhere in evidence. Now she stuttered a few awtwhrases because she
was determined to be civil, shrank from his touebduse she loathed him,
and in response he frightened her by acting likgiapic adolescent six
years too late. He should have taken her when tertwae right and more
chance...

Yesterday she'd let him comfort her, but then shetdhad her wits about
her. Now she had and he could tell from her rigersalf-discipline that
she'd vowed never again to be so defenceless prdssnce. He'd witnessed
her raw distress and he knew that had simply ghemnanother reason to
hate him. Grieving for her sister was private. Hesdusiness knowing of it.
Yet he was glad he did. Not that he relished her, gaut oddly he'd liked
being able to salve it. He'd brought her reliefVhich brought him full



circle, and to wondering, acidly, if she'd liker&urn the favour... especially
as he knew she was hovering on the brink of askingomething.

'l should tell you at once why | arrived at youuke and was discourteously
persistent in my desire to speak to you yesterddyachel rattled off,
Clattering her cup and saucer down on the polishaldogany.

'Why bother?' Connor bit over her words, frustmatmaking him sound
boorish. 'Are we going to pretend that I've no ied®s you would come
back to London and urgently want me, less tharvieeks after leaving and
having been quite indifferent to my existence? Sbing perhaps to do
with the fact | took your inheritance from yourtiat in a gambling hell?’

Rachel felt stone-cold beneath the toneless bBast.there it was—the

subject was out in the open, at his instigation, sime must keep it there. 'l
wasn't indifferent to your existence. And if | seshso...well, acquit me, sir,
of blame. It was your idea we should appear*saeleas of the other's
presence.' She gave him a small smile. 'And yo wight. It was a clever,

sensible idea; there was no malicious gossip. ighbwe dealt tolerably

well together. Aren't you pleased?'

He smiled at his fingers drumming against woodefAryou pleased?' he
mimicked in his soft Irish accent. 'Now where deemember that from?
You need to be a little closer when you say it,eiwand looking up at me as
though you really cared what | might answer.'

Rachel felt tears of anger burn her eyes. He wasrmeed to be as
obnoxious as possible. 'Actually, | am back in tovaw, to be of service to
my friend, Lucinda Saunders, as she is increasthgase don't think my
father's misfortunes are all that bring me here.

But now the matter is aired... Yes, | should ligespeak about that. | should
like to negotiate a short lease on my propertyab iune might still hold her
wedding at Windrush.'

'It's mine."'



'Yes. | should like a short lease, please, to ctheperiod next month when
my sister is to be married.'

He turned slowly, looking at her from beneath loisg black lashes. She
forced herself to calmly return his stare. She rgada wavering smile, too.
'Why would you need it then? You have your Mayfawn- house. It is the

height of the Season. Few of the aristocracy wellito the country. Your

friends and associates will be in London, I'm sure.

'How do you know who my friends and associates' are?
'I'm sorry...I didn't mean to be presumptuous. $ yust pleading my cause.’

‘That's right; you're pleading, and | told you, Rel¢c you need to come
closer to do so if you're hoping to be successfiis' voice sounded like
sweetest honey, his eyes resembled a summer skexgdression was one
of callous amusement.

With an attempt at a careless shrug she paceddswan, hoping it wasn't
noticeable that her molars were grinding or thafiingers, behind her back,
looked gnarled. She halted just before him, codkaxdhead in a way that
she prayed looked arch and knowing. 'There, saml close. | had not
realised that now you are older your eyesight aatihg might be failing.
Please listen very carefully," she enunciated kyidgting off each word to
prevent herself coarsely slandering him. 'l amimglto pay you for a short
lease on my...your property. The financial inducetmeill be worth your
while. In fact, I'm willing to negotiate upwards eoe hundred pounds—'

'l want a thousand.'
Rachel's powder-blue eyes shot fully open in canat®n. 'Athousand?’
‘Take it or leave it.'

"You know | have nothing like that to give you frany allowance...'



‘You're wasting my time then, this morning, Missrigtith, unless you can
think of a better inducement likely to tempt a nl@rking morals and basic
faculties.'

'l find nothing funny in this," Rachel forced olirdugh her gritted white
teeth. 'You are intending to ruin my sister's waddiay. How dare you! The
preparations have taken a full eight months! Mydéathad the grace, the
good manners, to issue you with an invitation ®dkeremony and yet you
are at pains to ruin everything through your venbgifeed. You do not even
need the rent money, do you? All you want is reeenijjs me you
hate—why make my sister suffer? And she, littld fooce thought herself
stupidly infatuated with you. You played cards witiman who was drunk.
Only the most loathsome individuals gamble for rstdkes with either very
young or very drunk men. Yet you did! | don't ct#trat my poor papa says
the rules were adhered to. You're a cheat! A..asthemiser... | hope you
rot in hell, you detestable brute...'

"You're still going to need a better inducemenhtttrat, Rachel,’ he taunted
softly as the tears sparkled on her lashes andbdsmym heaved defiantly
against its flimsy restraint.

Furiously she threw herself at him, her arms ragsethough she would beat
at him with her fists. Her hands snaked to his necked tight...then stilled,
as though she was in the throes of a dilemma: wenéthclash mouths and
attack him with the kiss he seemed determinedrtadat from her, or grab
his throat and choke the life out of him insteatle $ested against him,
trembling in rage and humiliation, yet oddly contéal as she had been
yesterday by the feel of his warm strength agdiesicool, quaking body.

His hands covered hers, unclasped them from whesredils threatened to
puncture his collar. With a sudden jerk, he showedback. Immediately
she hung her head, hoping to shield the sight ioieeeyes and mutinously
contorted features.

'So why did you do it so often, Rachel? Come, i&dl..." he needled her,
needing her provocation, her participation.



She flung up her head, to reveal her small, wiaétht bared. Immediately
they commenced savaging her soft lips, then she@pa’'Because that's
what you deserved...because | despised you...betdnaded you touching
me...kissing me... You disgusted me.’

She flicked her face away a second too late andnhaith caught hers, slick
and punishing. She fought to twist her wrists ia diip, but he drew her
relentlessly against him until he could fasten lajther hands in one of his
behind her back. His free hand trailed her spiaeglly touching, cupped her
buttocks in a soothing circular stroke before ranmgriier against his rigid

arousal and holding her there. She gasped outratgehis mouth, yet

pressed her hips forward. When his fingers tuckesitde her bodice and
softly brushed at her satiny skin, she held heatbhtéWWhen a breast was
teased free of its demure confinement and his thembrely found a turgid

nipple to play with, she moaned her disgust antieatcher back, forcing

more of her sensitive, throbbing flesh to fill liand. He obliged her by
kneading it with slow artful pressure, and even lihed male laugh that
filled her mouth moments before his rapacious tengouldn't make her
stop wanting more.

His mouth suddenly releaséér bruised aching lips and moved to her ear.
"You despise my touch...l disgust you. Say it ndven ask me again for
that damned house.'

Rachel felt the ice shiver her lower lip, the her@nch her eyes and her head
fell forward so that her forehead was resting agjdirs shoulder. 'You're an
evil man.'

'I'm a vindictive man.' Gently, with one dark fimgke tilted her face up to
his, looked deep into her water- blue eyes befeliberately letting his gaze
drop to where her exposed breast still pouted rat BAnd you're the hot
wanton | always thought you. If it wasn't for tlaef that now I'm older I'm a
little bored with fornicating against walls and @ksal might take the trouble
to discover whether Moncur's taught you any wortievinicks—'

He easily dodged the small fist that she swungmat &lthough he guessed
that the force with which the mantelclock was swiepthe floor meant it
was unlikely to resume ticking. Connor stepped amraatterings of glass



and internal springs on his way to the door, a ehoklaughter breezing
back over his shoulder. 'If you're about to needuatpan and brush,
rearrange your clothes before the maid arrives.veledorfend that the
servants discover too that their mistress is le litbllop.’

'l loathe you," Rachel whispered while, mortifistie blindly acted on his
hateful advice.

'‘Good,' he said carelessly as he put a hand odabkknob. ‘At least now |
feel as though I've gone part way towards deseritinBy the time I've
finished with you perhaps we'll be even. Oh...Eetékyou're soon to journey
home?'

Rachel merely jerked her head as a sign of assent.

'When you go, you can do this dastardly miser adawy saving him the
cost of posting a document to your father. Befoedt gentleman left earlier
in the week, from the kindness of my heart and bsed have no quarrel
with your sister or Pemberton, | granted a dispgmsaallowing him to
retain the property until the first of July. Thecdonent's signed and sealed
now. You can carry his copy safe home with you.'

Rachel raised her golden head, looking throughst atihis dark saturnine
features; her eyes blinked, trying to plumb hisdigns of deceit.

He gave her a ruthless smile. '‘Don't get to thigkim about to be any more
sentimental than that, my dear. On the secondlgfydwr inheritance goes
to auction...to be sold to the highest bidder.’

The door had been closed barely a second beforeirttasted tea was
dripping down the white-painted panels and delidagal china shards
littered the carpet close by.

Maria Laviola lay on her stomach in bed, lookirsgléssly at Paris fashion
plates. Her head twisted to peer over a shouldshaseard the door slam.
An incipient smile curved her lips and her inemtias already dispersing.



The journal, which she had idly been flicking thgbuwhilst sipping her
morning chocolate and nibbling at a little toasasvgent in a flutter of pages
on to the floor. She swivelled on to her back. ihdively her knees bent
and her thighs parted. She elevated herself orlhews, shaking, her head
to clear her loose black hair from her eyes. Shdedaher stomach
clenched in an agony of excitement. The familiamsbof masculine boots*
hitting the stairs two at a time made her drophead back and smile at the
ruched-red bed canopy in pleasure and triumphh&te't seen him for two
days and two nights and had begun to think...becatisvhat she'd heard
about that little hussy...that perhaps there wasestruth in such stupid
gossip. He was jaded, she knew; but then that vhs £xpected in men of
his exceptional attractiveness and station invif® had been pleasured by
women so often. And she knew that such men ofied to whet a sated
palate with youth and innocence. But youth and @emce couldn't compete
for long with expertise...and over the years steedaned plenty of sensual
skill.

She had begun to think that perhaps her days &sithef Devane's mistress
were already numbered. And she didn't want that.yet. Not only was he
beautifully built, generous and at times an attentiusty lover, but he was
the most feted man in then. Everybody wanted to be with him: quiz him
over his army exploits, over the decorations andiate he'd won at
Waterloo. They wanted to find out why it was Walion favoured him over
so many others and had made him a senior memlbes sfaff. What did he
have to tell about the Iron Duke and his odd, etceways?

Maria knew she was envied because she had hingdigsl and demi-reps
alike. She knew there were plenty angling to oustdnd take her place
warming his bed in the hope that they might do vt couldn't: warm his
heart. Yet he too was envied, because he had bereped young bucks and
their sires lusted after her and she was shrewdgimtm keep them looking.

She and Connor made a most charismatic couplehshbght. Now, if their
relationship was formalised, it wouldn't then matteher quite so much if
he played with any mercenary littlemi-viergeto whom he took a fancy.



He plunged into the bedchamber with a cursory wordher young French
maid. Immediately Francine was quitting the roonthwa blush and a
whispered,Bon matin, milor.'

It was hardly surprising the girl looked so awkwathria thought with a
sultry peek at him through her dark lashes. Hiskdeth was off and
scrunched in a hand and the corded strength ddrbisn throat was naked
to the eye due to the fact that his shirt buttansnid-chest were already
undone.

Maria fell back on to the bed, chuckling delightedBometimes, Connor, |
wish you could just keep in your clothes long erfofmy me to appreciate
the so- dashing figure you cut. How handsome yodl this morning...and
so early..." Her dark almond eyes lowered to whedingers now worked
at the buttons on his skintight breeches. And heleatably tight they were,
she noted, as the fly gaped. She felt her breglhetn in her throat and she
squirmed a little against the bed in anticipatitiou're up so very nice and
early this morning, my lord,’ she purred, her eg& on the magnificent
bulge at his groin. Her lips moistened, her bone#ied as she realised she
had a morning of very little work ahead of hewétsn't until he stood naked,
and his immaculate clothes were balled into orterfia way that was likely
to have given his tailor a fit, prior to them besnt with careless savagery
into a corner, that she actually looked properlyiaface. There was no time
to ask what ailed him...

He came down on her fast, spreading her kneeshgtand giving her little
foreplay before thrusting into her hot, wet welcomet then she didn't need
or want preliminaries. By the time he impaled hbe svas practically
climbing his torso with her vine-like legs, and tgewl! of triumph and
satisfaction that tore from her as he hurtled tolwaelease was feral-like in
its huskiness.

She watched him obliquely as he stared up at tiiag:eThe ache between
her thighs was a delicious, throbbing reminder batwundivided attention
he had shown her moments before, of what tendéuréomight yet be
repeated, if she could but make him stay.



Maria trailed a light finger over the hand he Hadtvn across his eyes. 'You
are a tiger this morning, my lord. Where have yearbthese past two days?
Not that | object, since it brings you here so eageee me.' And that was
true, she thought. Let him get his appetite elsea/lidthe must; he chose to
dine right here, that was gratifyingly obvious.

Connor removed the irritating, tickling finger fromis skin and wondered
whether he had the energy to get up and go homegbéed to see Jason
about keep putting his damned horse and cartsistble. His stepbrother
had now pawned him over two thousand pounds' woftlcattle and
carriages to ease his debts.

Not that his rough and prolonged session with Miaaid exhausted him and
rendered him lethargic. He'd felt drained the mantenshut the door on
Rachel at Beaulieu Gardens. Drat the bitch. Evem math the thorn in his
flesh drawn, he couldn't stop thinking of her.

As though aware that his quiet concentration, bistained irritation, was
due to another woman, Maria shaped her mouth indshkgrmination.
Gently, softly, as though not to distract him frdns introspection, she
straddled him, rocking her hips against his. Skeeted herself, tantalising
him by keeping her full, honey-tipped breasts swgylose to his face as
her mouth descended to lightly touch his. It dokisdes from his chin to his
throat, then her tongue darted to a nub of nipplste slithered her body
lower against his satin-sheathed chest muscles.

He should go back and apologise for being all thbs®s she'd called him,
he supposed. He should go back and tell the infngace maiden that, but
for a proper kiss, a kind word, he'd sell his owtate before he'd sell hers.
And she wasn't as frigid around him as she'd like to think. God, he
wanted her! He knew that now...he knew that too risdnwell. His breath
hissed in through his teeth as Maria's mouth stadevork its sly sorcery.
His jaw tensed, his torso parted company with tla¢tmess, and so did the
fingers of one hand. Automatically they curled agaiher scalp while the
others spread against his eyes. But it wasn'thihed to imagine that the
silken crown beneath his palm was golden...



Chapter Nine

Sam Smith loped coltishly along, a tuneless noisestting out through his
touching front teeth. He flicked idle glances aiminers on gateposts,
checking them against the bold black scripted dwamn the letter he was
bearing. The house he was passing had a fancyatmwith the number
sixty-two scrolled on to it in gilt. Number thirfipur was some way yet
along this terrace of fine double-fronted villasttrcomprised Beaulieu
Gardens.

His attention was suddenly caught by a familiaefaeneath a peaked cap,
and he raised a hand to one of his acquaintancesavherrands for one of
his master's acquaintances. The page, dressedraomaniform, was just
entering a grassy oasis enclosed within railingtémiddle of the road, to
walk his mistress's little Pomeranian dog. Sam élyediainty canine on the
end of the lead with contemptuous distaste asties&d over the cobbles. In
Sam's opinion, if someone wanted a pet dog, theyldave a dog, not a
rat. That magnificent Irish wolfhound he'd seemipicture, hanging in the
master's study, now that was a dog. He just wisieecbuld see the beast in
the flesh, but it was kept at the master's Iridfates He'd like more than
anything to go there. But he must bide his timewshwilling and God
willing, the Earl might keep him and Annie on. Theey might soon get to
travel with him to Wolverton Manor across the sHaat would keep Annie
good and safe from that trading justice and thaydatart afresh. A new
life for them both, that's what Sam wanted. Whatidhey miss? No ma
and pa to care for. Both were dead. No sweethéartenker after that
bound them with invisible cord to their past. AHey had was each
other...and the Earl of Devane.

When he thought to again check house numbers, Isestegpped in his
tracks. A rounded female derriere was rocking pecatigely in front of him,

physically preventing him from carrying out his yuHe leaned a hand
against the spear-tipped green railings, a lowddd look maturing his
boyish features as he watched the woman undulatiée velerubbing

methodical circles on the top step of number tHiotyr.

A few more seconds' furious elbow grease to aqaatily stubborn spot,
and Noreen Shaughnessy sat back on her heels #ed har wiry red hair



from her eyes. With a puff of exertion, she redtadk down on all fours,
brush in hand, ready to finish the chore. She &ieslt leaning on the
bristles, with her hackles rising. Her hummingedibff and her perspiring
face whipped around to peer over her shoulder.

The sight that greeted her made her skin as rutliasrher hair. Despite her
embarrassment, oddly what registered immediatelgen mind was that
blushing hid her freckles.

'Don't yer go rushin' on my account, now," Sam ta@dwith a certain male
insinuation softening his east- »

end vowels. 'You get it right nice 'n' clean nowloh't mind standing here a
while longer and just watching you...'

Noreen scrambled to her feet in a flurry of cagatners and starched
pinafore. The scrubbing brush was pitched with séonee back into the
pail, splashing the smooth slab. 'Now what might pe meaning by that,
you cheeky beggar?' she stormed. '‘And look whavgagyone and made me
do." With her elbows akimbo, a pugnacious glareleaslled at him, then at
her spruce step, awash with dirty water. It wasng time since Noreen had
been subjected to this sort of masculine, railletgr no-nonsense attitude
and tendency to lash out with tongue and fisthase as wouldn't take no
for an answer, had long since beaten off any amadtderest from the
available men at Windrush. She had Mary to considdrnone of the coves
as tried to insinuate themselves into her affesticared two hoots for her
ungainly sister's welfare. And she came with Maoyshe didn't come at all.
Now she was annoyed at herself for letting thishrahippersnapper creep
up on her and unexpectedly tip her off balance.

She descended a step, sent him a menacing lookuotetl, he grinned
wolfishly back. Flustered by his confidence, Noreemsidered bounding
down the remaining steps to teach his cocky setiesespect for his elders.
For she was sure she was some years his senipitedigmt she was feeling,
oddly, like a green girl. She retreated to standgneund and snapped out,
'Faith, is it a fool you are?' She whipped off bap and smacked it into
shape, then agitatedly shook out her rumpled skirts



Noreen slid the stripling a sideways look and geddse was a servant from
a grand house: his smart blue and black liveryaféise cut and cloth. "Will
you be after telling me what you want, then? Apiann your ears boxed,
that is...'

'Well, 1 don't know as | should say...bein' astitis early in the day, like.
You might reckon as | was uncouth.’

Noreen choked and burned; Wastrying to get up her petticoats.

Sam smiled at her confusion. 'Sorry about the dtepks like you'll be
down there again. Now, if | weren't so busy, I'degyou a hand...perhaps
more 'n that...'

'‘Get away with you! It's none of your sympathy teeding—"
'Who is it, Noreen?'

Sam glanced past the plump maid—who seemed orotheqd forcing her
hot head through her cap, so brutally was she ragion to her wiry
hair—to see a slender woman framed in the doorway.

Sam recognised her at once. When Joseph Walshive l[ym the letter
with instructions for immediate delivery, he'd invaggd it might be her it
was intended for. She was paler, looking a litheeeworn since last he'd
seen her, but no less beautiful for that. In faleg looked a fragile goddess,
with her proud, solemn features and her goldenlbage on her shoulders,
and those enormous eyes the colour of tiny birdsse@am thought she
looked the sort of woman you'd need to handle kithgloves, lest she
broke. Or you did. With sudden perceptiveness Sarsech on his master's
recent odd moods. That made a subtle smile towcmbuth. Whatever was
wrong between them would come right, for never wlaere a better
gentleman inall the world. Path of true love andbepmeandered through
Sam'’s fertile mind as he glanced obliquely at #mant. He climbed two
steps and handed her the note to give to her resstre

He registered that the name of the lady who wasekpig at the master's
heartstrings was Miss Rachel Meredith. After makivgy a grave and



respectful bow, he was within a trice bowling badkng the street. He
started to cross the road, hoping to catch up WigHriend for a chat as he
emerged from the park with the runt of a mutt. ldé/slanted a look back
over his shoulder at Miss Rachel Meredith's houskesaw the Irish woman
staring after him. Cheekily he spun about and mnganuflected, before
walking on, chuckling.

Noreen, horrified that she'd let him catch her Wwatig him, dropped quickly
to her knees, snatched up the scrubbing brush@nititp frantic use.

Rachel frowned at Noreen's florid countenance hed looked at the errand
boy idling with a differently liveried page on tbhpposite side of the street. 'l
don't know why, but | thought he seemed familsing remarked, almost to
herself.

'He were familiar...too familiar..." Noreen mutt@érearkly and kept on
scouring.

Rachel turned about in the hallway, wondering wiséemight before have
seen the lad. Idly she looked at the letter, wandeif it might be a social
invitation. She'd been in town now several days @ewple were becoming
aware of her presence. She and Lucinda had alstemtgd a carriage ride to
Hyde Park with little Alan and a trip to the aninmaénagerie to show him
the beasts. This afternoon they were hoping toogbladame Tussaud's,
then, when Alan went home for his tea, on to thei¢awvarehouses in Pall
Mall, for Lucinda, moaning she was fat, was keecdheer herself by buying
a pretty enveloping shawl.

The seal on the parchment caught her attentionhettbeat tripped as she
moved the letter closer to confirm it was thathedf Earl of Devane. Quickly
she turned the note over and recognised the fiopirgy script on the other
side. She repressed the spontaneous urge to spihatd hurl it viciously
into Noreen's bucket of slops by reminding hergst this might at last be
the dispensation he had promised she might camyehto Hertfordshire.
Immediately she repaired to the morning room td bt if it was.

It wasn't. But it was a social invitation; alberteothat seemed extended with
a careless hand. Rachel let the paper drop frorfirigars. After taking an



agitated turn about the room she picked it up am@ad the concise
sentences whilst her small white teeth sank gromtesher lower lip.

—I know you want to leave London as soon as posstb do 1. |
intend to remove to Ireland at the earliest oppotyu | have
preparations underway for a social evening at Beyk8quare this
weekend, by way of farewell to my acquaintancegntts and
family. If you are still desirous of negotiatingcartain business
matter before | go, it is convenient for me thgivie you an audience
then. | have no other free time. | have sent aftdtien to your
friends, the Saunders. If you decide to atten@alise it would be
best you come suitably accompanied.

Yours, Devane

Rachel chewed faster at her lip. There was no dsgien. He'd been lying
all along. But then she'd already guessed as mbaeim the days passed and
no document arrived for her to take home. Devarteried made a prior
arrangement with her father forfeiting his righttbe estate until after the
wedding. Had there been such an agreement, heryaagd not have kept
such monumental news to himself. He would haveesh@mwith them all to
soften the blow and ease their shock and distress.

Was her hundred pounds suddenly tempting him? Shbtdd it. This
cavalier invitation—as offhand and take it or leé\as had been his demand
for one thousand pounds rent—was simply to impogsker that he now
.held the upper hand. He could not spare her a mbaidis precious time
before the event, but he might find a few minute®éstow on her at his
soiree. He was manipulating her, making her dambésttune, because once
she had led him by the nose, dangled him on agstie'd said, had he not,
that by the time he'd finished with her they'd bere..

She crumpled the letter in a hand and let it deophe table. A surge of
aching anger quivered through her, making her fegit-headed. She
couldn't again pester him at home over this matteknew that. Tempting
fate twice and risking a scandal was out of thestjae with June's wedding
imminent. She would comply with his wishes, of s®yrjust as he knew she
would. She was already grateful that he might sgjjotiate a price for a



short lease on Windrush. She felt herself lucky #@ might yet persuade
him not to immediately sell her inheritance. A iepe was what she
needed; just a chance to put into action a schergettit back. If that was
achieved by appearing humble and pandering todspatic ego, so be it.

Before such calm philosophy was lost to pride,\sbet to the small bureau
in the corner and found a pen and paper. With a deeath she sat down,
dashed off a polite sentence of thanks and acoeptaanded and sealed it,
all within a few minutes. Of course she would gth@ed in her mind as she
went to find Ralph to deliver it. She'd ignore thamiliation she'd already
endured at his hands and perhaps even apologiieefabuse she'd heaped
on his head. For there was still a possibility thamhe could be married at
Windrush and until that was gone, she would bendisowill...as he
intended she should.

Rachel settled the small boy on her lap and helged line up his tin

soldiers on the table. When they were in passabtedtion, and before the
prancing- horsed cavalry could be assembled, tdan Anocked the
redcoats down with a fat fist. He chuckled and ¢dra mischievous look on
her.

'Oh, dear! How unfortunate! An entire infantry negint has been wiped
out,' Rachel said sorrowfully. 'And not a bulleefi or a battle fought! What
will the Iron Duke say to that calamity? No medalsyimu, « my young
man!'

The boy cackled and clambered from her lap. Ordgtthree-year-old legs
he scampered away to find something else in hibosywith which to beset
her armchair.

'I'm sure Paul and | have only been invited asewsur friends. Paul thinks
it's because of this new business arrangementswittathe Earl.’

'I'm sure it's Paul who is right," Rachel lied Kinchot wanting Lucinda to
know her own thoughts on the subject: that Devatkdmply invited them
to act as her chaperons.



'As soon as | got the card this morning | was dyoknow whether you had
an invitation, and whether you would accept.’

Rachel quickly sipped from her teacup before litlan returned and
knocked it flying from her fingers. She hoped nathof irony was

discernible in her voice as she added, 'Of courskall attend. Despite
what's gone on in the past between the MereditdsCevane, there's no
hardship in being civil.'

No hardship!reverberated like the beat of a drum in her br&ometimes
she felt as though the effort of pretending she hadquarrel with the
blackguard would be the finish of her sanity. Neddt because she felt so
alone now. She needed someone to confide in. Shiedvéo openly tell her
friend that she hated the damnable man; not ordsilsse he had pilfered her
estate, her inheritance, but because he was deesnto shame and
humiliate her, too. If not in public, then most idétly in private. She still
burned with mortification from the hateful way hadhireated her. Yet when
she thought of it, the ache that assailed her somastcrept from her
throbbing head to make tender her breasts or atiirtsides to a feverish
heat...and then she loathed him even more.

But it was another reason entirely that kept hper $ealed. By slandering the
Earl she would put Lucinda in an awkward positjperhaps even divide her
loyalties. Her husband was chief partner of Sausded Scott, attorneys at
law and marine insurance specialists. And that Fied successfully secured
a contract to administer an amount of the Earl efdhe's shipping affairs.
Lucinda had discovered from her husband just lagitrthat the contract
had been won and this morning had recounted to dkaxtme of the
background to the work.

The late Earl of Devane had left his grandson mby bis Irish estates and
his noble title, but a brace of rotting merchantnredry dock that needed
extensive refitting. Paul had doubted a firm asmgpas his would be
chosen. But Saunders and Scott had received did@¢c estimate whether
repairing the creaky hulks was a commercially \@abhdertaking. As
Rachel had listened, dismayed, to Lucinda recogttow valuable a client
Connor Flinte was, and how his patronage shouldgbprestige and other
rich noblemen to her husband's partnership, shebh@atled that Devane



was intentionally stealing away every ally she hadd already they were
scarce...

'l must say, Rachel," Lucinda said softly, 'yoursde be taking the loss of
Windrush very calmly. Perhaps losing the safetyoh#tat estate is the little
push you need to keep you from embracing the fissmald maid. Or a kept
woman! How could you say that that day?' she scbldeold Paul and he
thought it funny. He says you have a wicked sem$eimour.'

Rachel dragged her thoughts to her friend and feal\rer confusion.

"You must remember the occasion. We were in yahefs new landau on
that terribly hot afternoon. You said you'd as sdoncur sent over his
proposition as his proposal. We saw Connor,' simneed. 'It was that day
when the apple cart turned over and the carriagesga crush. Then that
beast of a magistrate told Ralph off, and the ydadglriving the brewer's
dray...'

Rachel, who had been helping Alan pull his trairoas the carpet, suddenly
looked up. The brewer. That young man who had dedy Devane's letter
had been the man driving the damaged dray. Shtéhbadht she'd probably

spied the liveried page somewhere about his hau8eikeley Square. In

fact, she recalled him now, dressed anything bairgyn preparing to hit her

driver Ralph! And now Devane had him in his employ!

"Your papa is still hale and hearty, is he not? Yoight never want
Windrush at all. If married, you would live with yphusband at his home.
Paul says perhaps Windrush might have become aiund you at some
time—because of the cost of its upkeep and so ersays perhaps the Earl
has, oddly, done you a favour in taking it off ytands...'

T hope he never says as much to me,' Rachel rethavkeetly. She gave
her friend a smile. 'lI've no intention of marryimm doubt if I'd been a boy
my inheritance might have been taken far more gslya. by everyone.’

Lucinda looked apologetic. 'l didn't mean to triiga it, Rachel. And Paul
would be horrified if he thought you deemed we wdoeng so. | just
thought, as you seem, so...so resigned to things...



'I'm doing my best to be philosophical about it'@lachel said tightly.
"There's little else at the moment to be had buttelved wisdom in
Windrush's stead.'

Lucinda gave her friend a penetrating look, seaglior the sarcasm she
knew would be lurking in her lucid blue eyes. Ity to mollify her, she
added, 'Paul said that it was clear your fatheat helgrudge against the Earl
for winning that game. They were seen in Whitetgetber the following
day, even though your papa had a dreadful hangd®aul thinks Mr
Meredith was relieved Connor won Windrush and mait tweasel Lord
Harley. He was in the game too. He came closekinddhe pot instead, you
know.'

'No. I didn't know," Rachel admitted on a sigh.
"Your father has taken it philosophically, too...'

'‘Obviously a family boon, then.' Rachel regimeriteglinfantry on the table.
The smart black-coated Hussars she swept to tbe fltaking the little boy
laugh.

So it was to be a glittering affair, then, Racheded sourly as she allowed
Paul Saunders to help her from the carriage ang jtieed the queue of
fashionable ladies and gentlemen sedately ascetiigngtone steps to gain
entrance to the Earl of Devane's mansion.

Paul offered both Rachel and his wife an elegant each as their turn
arrived to step over the threshold. Immediately,ctiRh spied the

salt-and-pepper hued head of Joseph, the butlersesing the lordly

proceedings. A warmth needled her cheeks. It wa®ssible not to recall

the spectacle she had made of herself the last ¢simewas here. She
smoothed her silk skirt and fiddled with a sinucog of sleek golden hair,

whilst she repressed her annoyance at feeling ididited by a servant. Had
she imagined she might sneak in without the busleging her? How
ridiculous! Still, a niggling hope lingered thaketman might not recognise
her.



Her other persona, that shabby spinster withd fiie sullens, was nowhere
in evidence this evening. She had paid particutantion to her choice of
gown tonight; the cut was elegant and ladylike, stbimg perhaps her
mother might have worn. But for all its sedate estghe steel-blue colour
was a perfect foil for her golden-blonde looks andentuated her eyes. She
had used a little carmine to define her full lipglavarm her cheeks and a
little soot to darken her lashes. When Noreen @ yack to regard the full
effect of her handiwork, having just twined a rapéustrous pearls into her
hair, the frank admiration in the maid's face haabdenRachel flash her a
warm smile.

'Sure, an' you look good enough to eat, m'm,’ thelinad boldly opined as
she put away the accoutrements that had broughutaBachel's
transformation into that delectable lady.

A faint smile tipped Rachel's lips at the memornd at the realisation that
she and Noreen were settling into quite a comftetadlationship whilst

here, alone, in London. Her smile faded as sheedtihat Joseph Walsh
had not only spotted her, but recognised her. Tdas held for a moment,
then, to her surprise, the butler accorded her speaally deep and
respectful bow. Hp approached them and, waving av@aptman who had
sprung to attention as his superior approached@pbopersonally ushered
her party the length of the colonnaded hallwayth’t foot of the stairs he
instructed them to proceed to the function roontab

When they were about halfway up the magnificentcdae, Lucinda had
conquered her awe enough to engage Rachel in atiger, across her
husband's immaculate waistcoat. 'This is the npehdid house | believe |
have ever set foot in." Her shining dark eyes sppver the blue velvet
draperies, the profusion of gilt and marble, thazblof glittering crystal.
Ornate wall sconces and the stupendous centraldehan sparked a
diamond fire that competed, gallantly, with a fadud collection of precious
jewels shimmering on pearly female skin. ‘Isnéxciting. | hope | don't
look too plain and fat, Rachel,’ Lucinda mouthedhéo friend so as not to
disclose her insecurities to hsoignehusband. Her new lace stole was
draped carefully about her rounded abdomen.



"You look absolutely fine," Rachel softly encourdgét the top of the stairs,
she added more audibly, 'And, indeed, it is exgitin

Oh, God, it's far too exciting! raced through hendnas she felt her insides
squirm and panic pricked her mind. For the firstej she felt the craven
urge to let go of Paul's arm and creep away, unseem a corner. Her
darting gaze had just alighted on their host arsldss greeting people, and
she didn't know why she was so shocked and dismayeel brought face to
face with this particular couple. Perhaps it wasabose they had always
treated her with kindness and respect. Perhapsseacknowledging it,
even six years later, made her feel guilty.

Connor Flinte was nowhere in sight; it was his reotand stepfather
welcoming guests to this refined soiree. Well, wined she expected? That
the Earl of Devane might install his mistress is diiawing room to take on
the office of hostess? Much as she despised hiendsin't think everhe
would stoop so low as to stand that baggage bgitieswith her light skirt
blowing about her ears while he greeted the Duké/ellington. And she
had heard that that worthy was due to attend atespaint during the
evening. But then, if gossip were to be believethefDuke's lusty appetite
for a certain sort of female, it was probably psety the sort of titillating
sight that the old goat would relish.

They were barely a yard or two away now, and Reslkges focused again
on the tall brunette. Her complexion and shouldeese milk-pale, and

perfectly implemented by a daringly low-cut gownaoimson satin. Lady

Davenport looked absolutely striking, and, like ken, seemed little older
than she had six years ago. A casual glance frenwtiman's tawny eyes
flicked along the snaking file of guests. Immedtiey pulled back to

Rachel and registered surprise. Then she was ggadously attending to
the stout lady and gentlemen in conversation wathspouse.

Rachel tilted her chin. Why be humble or timid? Shight feel as though
she was here on sufferance; actually she was lydtreely son's request.

No doubt, when they discovered just why he hadt@avher, they would
think how very decent and obliging he was beingirislg the woman who
had once publicly humiliated him a moment or twdisftime before he quit



the country. And if they, like everyone else preésenvately relished her
ultimate humbling... her family's ultimate humbljrghe supposed they of
all people had a legitimate entitlement to it.

She clenched her fists, then wiped moist palm®odret skirts. If she could
be a million miles away, she would be. He knew.th& knew how hard it
was for her to continue with this pantomime of gomehners between them.
He must have known how excruciating it would be fi@r to face his
parents. He obviously couldn't care less how g&éd her, but he ought to
have spared them this very public ordeal. Lady bpoee had looked
surprised to see her, but probably would feign rgnoe of her identity. It
would be appropriate after such a long time...

'Miss Meredith, isn't it?'

The lilting accent was wrenchingly familiar. Withdaep, steadying breath
Rachel dipped her head in assent and curtsiecfolit

Rosemary Davenport took one of Rachel's trembliagds in hers, then
turned to her husband, who was greeting Paul acthtla Saunders. 'You
remember Miss Meredith, don't you, my dear?’

It seemed to Rachel that Sir Joshua frowned dowpdirician nose at her in
a frighteningly haughty manner. His son grows ewere like him, she

thought, recoiling from the memory of Jason Davehpeering at her, from

his lofty height, with cold calculation.

'‘Demme! | don't think | do, m'dear,’ Sir Joshuarguelly said, dragging his
eyes from the beautiful woman flushing beneathehi®tionless appraisal.
'Who is she, then?' His features took on an engaaimmation as he turned
a bright, enquiring look on hsoignewife.

Rosemary Davenport gave her husband's arm a paifittie tap. To Rachel
she gave an apologetic little smile. 'l think hi&laning...but then his
memory isn't what it was," she gently explained: tdee of voice, and the
pain shadowing her deep hazel eyes, let Rachel kimaivit was no total jest.
Lady Davenport placed an indulgent hand on herrdbménded consort's
thin arm, giving it a reassuring squeeze.



Obediently, Sir Joshua raised his quizzing glasspmered again at Rachel.

The grave struggle to place her was clear in hte fand was sweetly
flattering in its intensity. Rachel felt her defereness, her discomfort, melt
away. He really had forgotten her. But then, withiwig wife at his side, she
might never have recognised him. Whereas Rosemaketl as attractive
and vital as she had six*

years ago, Sir Joshua was much changed. His haimaa thinning and

silver, not fair, and his tall regal frame had liésimusculature and looked to
be gaunt beneath his fine clothes. As the wordiesstiny continued, she
realised that quite a few people close by were apettators to this little

exchange between herself and the couple who hadwlgrescaped being
her in-laws.

Sir Joshua suddenly patted contentedly at hisAip.l know. | have it now.
This gel's a friend of Jason's from his old Sudays...'

'Miss Meredith is a friend of Connor's from his @dny days,' his wife
corrected in her musical tone. She squeezed ateRatiand in a way that
was oddly affectionate before she let it go. 'Mi=redith and Connor were
once engaged...oh, a good few years ago now.’

The quizzing glass was swiftly levelled at Rachigémn\e! So sorry, my
dear. Have you found yourself a husband since, Madith?'

Rachel found her voice at last, aware that peopdeiral were smiling,
taking their lead from the good humour of this kaudiple. 'No, sir. | am still
Miss Meredith..." Rachel tailed off, hoping that ane deemed she was
being sarcastic, for unpleasantness was the liagt ¢m her mind.

Roseipary Davenport smiled at her, as though steratood and wanted to
reassure her no offence was taken. Paul and Lueveda then included in
the radiance. 'l hope we get a chance to chat'labertold Rachel in her soft
accent. 'lt would be nice to know how your family.d.your parents and
your sisters and so on...'



‘Thank you, yes, | should like that,” Rachel shimhing no mention would
be made of Isabel. But something in Lady Davenpestés allayed that fear,
too.

After another polite bob Rachel slipped quicklyward to take hold of
Paul's arm. As the trio proceeded into the vagip®an room she heard Sir
Joshua demand of his wife, 'Has she always beepiéthy?’

A nod must have answered him, for what she nextdheas, 'Why the
deuce wouldn't the boy marry her, then?'



Chapter Ten

'‘Well, | can't say | was at all pleased when | Healr the business with
Windrush.'

'Indeed, neither was |, Mrs Pemberton,’ Rachel gaiétly, congratulating
herself on managing such monumental understaterfientVilliam here

with you?' Wistfully she peered over a shouldeo itfie crowd of people jn
the room, hoping to locate her sister's fiancet dusromise of his mild,
affable person would have cheered her enormouskhi® was feeling quite
bereft.

There was a sultry atmosphere indoors and herdrigrcinda was already
flagging from the unremitting heat. Thus her husbhad taken her to the
terrace for a little reviving evening air. Rachaldhdeclined to go too, for,
she felt quite a gooseberry and refused to shdggdilow them about. In
order that they would not fret over abandoning Rarchel had voluntarily
transferred herself to the company of June's poisfefather-in-law.

Alexander Pemberton was welcoming and entertaianmtghad regaled her
with anecdotes about William as a young and misahis schoolboy. It was
hard to believe the sensible young man she knew, wds soon to be her
brother-in-law, was the same character as the gheelpegrace being
described by his father. Then William's other parbad swept up,

dampening the humour and very soon despatchingafier on an errand.
Having won seclusion with her quarry, the womaalsudating regard was
making Rachel glumly sure an interrogation was fsoaommence.

'‘William? Here?' Mrs Pemberton imperceptibly opepedceedings. 'No.
He has gone off into the country for a day or tRossibly in the direction of
Hertfordshire," she sniffed with palpable disgtsttther son should seek the
air close to his fiancee. 'l imagine he will bergdre missed this evening.
Sincethe bad businedse and the Earl are quite firm chums, you know.'

Mrs Pemberton's awed gaze was lingering on a sptteir left, forcing

Rachel to acknowledge that their host was, indgathing ground all the
time. She slanted an oblique look from beneattttiek lashes at a party of
gregarious gentlemen just a few yards away. Allkémb debonair and



distinguished; yet it was the shorter gentlemarwhe unfortunate profile
who , was holding court. The Duke of WellingtoncRel had to admit, was
rather a disappointment in the flesh, with his laflstature, hooked nose
and that abrupt barking laugh that cut a wide seathrough all
conversation at close quarters.

Yet he certainly had a powerful, charismatic aditae younger men being
diverted by his guffaw- punctuated yarns defercetitm quite naturally, if
not by dint of rank, from respect or affection, stmagined.

Gentlemen were milling about on the periphery @& #iite, awaiting an
opportunity to wedge a word or their person intattfeted male circle.
Ladies, too, were loitering in the vicinity, theéans snapping open and
closed, their figures first posing this way, thkatt In their summer-weight
gauzes they fluttered hither and thither, like atrof pastel moths, yet never
far from the light as they sought a way to settithout a scald. They trilled
laughter at one another, gaily chatted, but kegit #yes fixed firmly on the
prize.

Powerful broad shoulders clad in slate grey wer@radgrawing Rachel's

eyes. Far from having a physiognomy that was hardehold, their host

looked wonderfully handsome. Reluctant admirategistered in her mind

as she discreetly regarded his high cheek- bongatenance and ribbons of
blue-black hair straying on to his lean jaw andvenaollar. An engaging

smile tilted his mouth as he listened to his ergengpeneral gesticulating in
a way that made his stepbrother, Jason, roar aithter.

With something akin to resentment she realised thahnor looked
undeniably attractive and the females hovering veavare of it too; the
majority were directing their best flirtatious effe at him.

'No, I can tell you | was not happy about the ooteafthe businesat all.’

Rachel's thoughts were jarred back to Mrs Pembe@Goatefully she gave
up on wretchedly reminding herself that she digive a fig which women
contrived to bump against him or daintily drop doterretrieve a lost fan
from close by his foot. Just a moment previousky sad watched Barbara
West, the Winthrops' niece, pluck from the polisinexbd floor a scrap of



ivory and lace in peril from one of his elegant ehioShe was surely old
enough to know better strategies than that! In, fRechel thought sourly,
she must be about her own age.

'l had every hope that your father's unhappy saoawith his estate would
at least turn up some benefit for us all," Pamefdinued. T was quite sure it
would result in the wedding being reconvened affTBdmas's and the
reception at your father's townhouse. | know itisals, its appointments
rather...rudimentary, but at least it's in Londw@hich is, after all, what most
people wanted originally. At the outset | statedtth wedding that takes
place in the Season must take place in the metisopoéveryone is horribly
inconvenienced. But of course no heed was takenyofiews. Now, had |
been allowed more of a hand in the preparatioas.indeed | offered more
than once...'

'You seem very certain it withot be in London, Mrs Pemberton. Why is
that?' Rachel breathed over the woman's ramblirepwghe had sufficiently
conquered her astonishment to do so. Her eyesddarteord Devane again.

'Perhaps your papa has not disclosed all to you,camht be discreet. It
wouldn't do to be deemed interfering. It is, atifly gentlemen’s business.'
When that, dangled carrot elicited no hungry sn&asnela speculatively
eyed the lovely young woman who was training a lobkowning intensity
on their host. She interestedly noted that a cdso#él from Lord Devane
had strayed their way and prompted Miss Meredi#ntge blue eyes to dart
back to her own. 'Have you seen much of Lord Desnee you arrived
back in town, Miss Meredith? And | have to say—aitgh | know how
some...older ladies foster an arrogant independesheuld you not be here
with your mother? Or at least your sister?'

'My mother and sister are very busy, as I'm suremaost appreciate. | am
here to visit and be of assistance to my good dridrs Saunders.’

'Ah, yes..."' Pamela disdained to glance at thad¢err| know who you mean.
The lady who looks to be in, ah...a delicate caoodit'm surprised she is out
of doors.’



'Why? She is in good health, Mrs Pemberton, | &gou, and does not need
to be quarantined. In five months she is to halelg, not the measles.

Pamela's lips thrust into a knot. Her eyes narroaedRachel. 'Well, I'm
sure it's not quitecomme il faut.But as she is here with her husband,
presumably he has no objections to the risk tahleatth or her reputation.
Doubtless they will ignore the tattle tomorrow...'

Rachel turned the full effect of her gelid eyeslmspiteful woman. The icy
blast had an unexpected effect. Mrs Pembertorrefsons best known to
herself, repealed. discretion and divulged exasfityat Rachel wanted to
know.

‘The day after the gambling, William and your fathad a meeting with the
Earl. It was arranged that the venue for the nigptiould remain
unchanged, although, at a risk of becoming a Jdat&cho, Londons
undoubtedly the place for a wedding at this timehef year. His lordship
needn't have done it. And | for one wish he had heay he's been far too
decent and obliging, when one considaithingspast..and present...'

Even before Rachel looked back his way she senseehld be watching
her. Their eyes held infinitesimally, but long egbufor her to read the
message there: he wanted to speak to her andtieagawas wearing thin
in the pursuit of it. From his mannerisms she kiewvas excusing himself
from the circle of jovial dignitaries.

He was again expecting her to stay still so heccapiproach her. Despite
what she'd just learned of his honestly obliging Hamily with a
dispensation, she once more felt panic making qukas stomach. Why
couldn't she just get this over with! He had stdlker virtually the entire
length of the room. Must she let him be vastly amausvastly irritated by
watching her flit like a hunted deer from one tlatkf people to another in
the hope of keeping him sufficiently at bay?

What a fool he must think her! What a fool she tintuherself! The
intention in coming here at all had been to do @ dath the dratted man.
Oh, why had sheome?



She had come, she forced herself to calmly ackradgelebecause she had
not anticipated just how badly that first sighthafn would affect her. The
first clash of their eyes and all she could seeewsown fingers on her
wobbly white hand as he mopped spilled tea. All cteld hear were his
ruthless words, his callous laugh as he left héin Wer clothes in disarray.
All she could feel was the hard pulsing heat of thmist against her melting
body. Her lips had burned, parted as if again uttdrviolent kiss. Through
the myriad mingling aromas in his hot drawing roshe could detect the
powdery perfume of crushed rose petals... the esdel of his woody
cologne wafting from her feverish skin.

How could she bear to make a pretence of convepshigely in public with
him when privately they both knew of the insultslambarrassments each
had caused the other? Why had he made her comatrate Why had her
tormentor not simply sent her the paper to take d#rdid he intend
humiliating her further before he quit England lieland?

A blur of a dark figure was looming on the periphef her vision. At once
she murmured an excuse to Mrs Pemberton aboutngebkr friends and
veered away towards the right and the terrace.

'Miss Meredith...'

Rachel braked her speedy pace and with a deefhliteaed sedately about.
As a hand was extended towards her, she droppeskitie she still held
from being trampled in her fleet-footed escape, eladped those elegant
white fingers with her own. ‘Lady Davenport...lwas just about to catch up
with Mr and Mrs Saunders. | believe they await mete terrace.'

‘Ah; | believe my son was just about to catch ughwou. But | dare say he
can wait a little while longer."

Rachel blinked, smiled, searched for a topic ofvepsation somewhere to
be had in amongst the guests. Finding none, sha but in desperation,
"You look very well, Lady Davenport. Just as | renber you...and no older
at all," she trailed off, wondering if such an atvation was diplomatic or
wise.



A musical chuckle put her at ease. Her fingers wqreeezed, then released.
‘Thank you very much, my dear, for that complimémid to return you one:
you look more beautiful than you did as a teendlyer never forgotten you,
perhaps we should have made a better effort toepiyoget to know one
another six years ago. | know we had very diffeisotial circles at that
time, and you seemed so confident and popular tthdin't want to intrude
on you and your young friends and spoil your fi8he gave Rachel a
sweetly rueful look. 'But, for some reason tonigimething has been
plaguing me. | hope you won't mind me mentioning\ithen you were
engaged to Connor, | didn't seem too...haughty rmapproachable...or
unfriendly, did I? | would always have been pleasechat or shop...or take
adrive...

‘No! Please don't think it. It wasn't anything litkeat.'

Rosemary smiled. 'l had to ask; | know that mothardaw can be very
daunting.' Her tawny eyes strayed sideways to wWiRaneela Pemberton, her
jaw incessantly wagging, stood with her downcastland.

Rachel understood the subtle indication and gawerya smile. 'Yes,
indeed..." was all she said.

'l remember that my first husband's mother quiteified me,” Lady
Davenport said. 'They were very clannish...verygrpeople. And Michael
was her blue-eyed boy. He looked very like Conactyally." A maternal
look sought and found her son's sapphire eyes.gahe him a twinkling
smile. 'l think Connor would like me to leave ydaree.'

'Please don't," Rachel quietly beseeched withakihg around.

'‘Ah, | see. Yes, gentlemen can be daunting, temderstand that. | hope |
don't sound too much of a coward, but Connor'sefafair scared me
witless, too. At first.'

'He did?"

Rosemary nodded. 'But only at first. | wasn't usetbeing kidnapped, or
rough-handled, you see. | was the Earl of Devad@gyhter and used to



being protected and pampered all my life. A handsoatigible son of an
Irish chieftain didn't impress me. But he impresttezliocal colleens, which
was why he hadn't previously found it necessaryeton much about
courting etiquette. | soon taught him all he neeekhow.’

'Kidnapped?' Rachel breathed, her eyes wide.

'Our marriage settled a feud: a matter of honotnwéen our families that
had festered through generations. As | didn't nedo his initial overtures,
he forced my hand...if you will. The Flintes weraitg barbaric...very
dynamic, and the most beautiful people ever. Codihr't tell you much of
his father's fabled background, | take it?'

Rachel shook her golden head, her wide eyes firddasemary's face.

'I'm not surprised. | imagine he considered sonmggthbetter left till after
you were man and wife. | know he was keen at tina¢ to seem a most
conventional, honourable suitor. He wanted to bethwoof you. And he
was," she stated with quiet, adamant pride. '‘Butn@ocould be...wild. He
could be very like his father, actually. His graatiier...my father... would
despair of him, at times. Yet how they loved onether. He should have
had the fairest hands should my father,' she kaidaccent thickening with
her memories. 'Mother of Mercy, the amount of tirheswashed them on
account of my son!" Rosemary trailed off on a hushyckle. 'Enough. I've
said more than enough. All | meant to say, Missedéh, was that I'm glad
we've had an opportunity to meet again and talkidewl see that supper is
about to be served. | must go and find Sir Josmehse to things." She
moved away a little, pausing only to add, 'l hoflegaes well on your
sister's wedding day. In spite of the unfortunaistaff side, William
Pemberton seems a fine young man. Convey my gosigeaito the rest of
your family, won't you now?"

'Yes, | shall. Thank you..." Rachel half-turneditgty as the woman smiled
in farewell.

Gracefully Rosemary moved away, summoning peoptedvigh her and
sample delicacies in the supper room. As the romptied, the only person
who appeared to be walking against the flow wasHEhd of Devane.



Hastily, Rachel turned back towards the terracs,ijutime to see Paul and
Lucinda emerging through a door at the other enthefroom. After a
cursory look about, they began to follow the crdveéding in the opposite
direction, doubtless assuming she'd already geitabom.

Rachel dithered on the spot for barely a momentreefieciding she was
ravenous. As she prepared to take a detour toxiheske felt her wrist taken

in a powerful hand and she was jerked about artineae too gently on to

the terrace. She tensed, preparing to throw himadthe same moment he
let her free. Her own violence made her stumbl& beew paces; then, with

a steadying breath and an indignant toss of helegahead, she swept with
wordless aplomb back towards the drawing room.

He blocked her path. 'If you think I'm about to shgou the length of that
damned room again, you can forget it.’

‘Let me pass,' she demanded, yet a hint of pleadauge hoarse her voice.
She heard him swear beneath his breath before ch tbached her chin,
tilting it up. She withdrew at once, retreatingiliahe could go no further
and her hands gripped the chilly iron balustradeirime Their eyes met,
merged through the moonless dusk.

'‘Rachel, if I'd been your husband you wouldn't halwgcted,’ he reasoned
softly.

"You are not my husband,' she choked out.

'l almost was."'

'‘Almost is a million miles away. And if you had lmesy husband and had
ever treated me with such...such vile disrespagguld have objected very

strongly. | would have killed you.'

'‘And if you had been my wife and had spoken to nith Wwuch vile
disrespect, | just might have throttled you firlsg'countered quietly.



Rachel launched herself from the railings and rdgbwards the light. 'It's
as well then, my lord, | had the foresight to almeteix years ago and give
us both a fair prospect of attaining our dotage.’

He easily intercepted her before she was even ¢lsgetting indoors.
'‘Move aside, I'm going home," she icily conveyeditofigured waistcoat.

'Before we've had a chance to discuss Windrush?'

‘There's nothing to discuss,' she stated with &ystraumph in her voice. 'l
have it from Mrs Pemberton that the dispensatian gmoke of is already
arranged with my father and June's fiance. | haveat you and William
seem quite friendly. | don't believe for one momeven you would renege
on your word now it is common knowledge.'

‘That's because you've never really known me, Rache

She looked up slowly, with shimmering, solemn ey¥es. That | can
believe. I've never really known you at all.’

'‘Good. We're agreed on one thing. Do you wantgoudis Windrush?'

She swallowed, moistened her lips. 'Are you sayiog will go back on
your word?"'

'I'm saying I've been ridiculously generous andahtvsomething in return.’
'‘What?'

'‘Ah, what..." he repeated wryly, self-mockinglyw@ things, actually. I'l
start with the good news. | want you to take a ypwoman off my hands
and on to your staff. She's proving to be a thabtigh no fault of her own.
She's a reasonable housemaid and you needn't eloont the cost of her
wages and so on. I'll continue to pay her for thetbeing. | just want her
out of my house...'

‘That's the good news?' Rachel asked with silkyesan. She returned to her
place at the railing. 'You really are the mosthsaime man, aren't you? If



you imagine for one minute | shall take one of ydakies, swelling with
your bastard, under my roof simply to oblige yod amnimise a scandal...'

‘That's precisely why | do want you to take heramgbur roof: to oblige me
and contain a scandal. For her sake, not mine.iGoegsn't bother me;
soon I'll be overseas. Her brother maintains sifelste, so she ought not to
be increasing with anyone's bastard. But she'smmamly pretty, which
presents problems for her and her brother whoisgrp protect her. The
usual conclusions are being drawn to my interetem. Not least because
certain individuals are exciting speculation byrstg and spicing the pot. |
want to thwart any rumour that I've a fourteen-yaldr concubine in
Berkeley Square. It'll not help her to gain respbld employment once I'm
in Ireland. She and her brother are in my emplayp$y because they have
nowhere else to go at the moment.’

'‘God in Heaven! Fourteen years old? She's a ghstlfwo years older than
Sylvie!" Rachel exclaimed, repelled. 'Wasn't thelidh woman mistress
enough for you? Was she too old? Do you really eixpe to believe that
from the goodness of your heart you've taken te@uieg harlots and
housing them in a palace? Do you think me a fool?"

‘No, | don't think you a fool and | don't expectuyt believe me, Rachel.
You of all people | knew would think me a degenerahd a liar. That
doesn't matter. This is a deal. You want your sist&rried at Windrush and
| want this favour. A favour that's to cost youhiag. In fact, the Merediths
will get two extra staff, gratis, until such time gou might decide to move
the girl and her brother on with a character inrtheckets. That's my only
stipulation; that you provide them with suitabléerences when you let
them go.'

Rachel simply stared at him in confused amazen@hall the things he

might have required of her, making respectableatesan and her pimp
hadn't figured at all. But he would relish outragimer. He was probably
quite piquantly diverted by the fact that the wormdro once had been his
future wife, the woman who had rejected him, was noerced into housing
one of his whores. He was a vindictive man, thathad admitted. His

intention was to even the score between them, dadiaitted that, too. In a
way she had to admire him for devising such ingesimethods.



His mother's recent revelation that he could bd Wéd disquieted her; now
that description seemed like a fond defence. Tlis &man who was sunk
in depravity. She thought of her schemes to reigaimnheritance and felt no
guilt at all. Deceptiorwasthe only way. Any residual hope that she might
charm or flatter or strike a reasonable deal witk teprobate was gone.

She quickly turned things over in her mind. A ghitceptance of what he
was proposing was the way forward. He could onlgnitiate her on the
matter if she let him. In fact, she might turnatiter advantage.

Beaulieu Gardens was, at present, seriously uratidt Noreen was
running herself ragged covering all aspects of bbakl chores. Mr and Mrs
Grimshaw, who oversaw things, were too old andrs#ieir ways to keep
the place as spick and span as was warranted bgtablishment occupied
during the fashionable Season. Yet as she wag fiather's house with only
his tacit permission, she'd not felt able to inlcuin extra expense by taking
on domestics.

Connor watched her eyes flit from side to side, firezly drawn brunette
brows meet then quirk as she strove to come tostevith what he was
asking of her. He considered again defending hinasel reiterating that his
dealings with the girl were platonic, but he kneéwvould achieve nothing
but rouse her disgust. Inwardly he smiled; if skeswontemptuous of his
altruism, he wondered how she would react to kngwivhat next he
wanted. To resume conversation and come closératgersonal issue, he
said mildly, 'T'll write to your father and explathe situation before you
return home. He won't object to employing the pawindrush, I'm sure.'

'Oh, indeed,' Rachel snapped out bitterly. 'I'ne$we'd oblige you by taking
in a dozen of your cast-off drabs. Whenever wagetBemething that you
did that my father didn't like?'

'‘Now that brings me to the second thing | wantchel felt her stomach
clench at his drawling tone. It was quiet, cynigat so very honeyed. She
looked up warily at him, but he seemed momentaligyracted.

'Why is it you despise your own father?'



'l don't,’ Rachel gritted tightly.
Connor shrugged. "You could have fooled me.’

'Yes. | could. He obviously could not. That's wheylbst Windrush to your
mean thievery and why | now have to be here atliatening to your
revolting catalogue of requirements...'

He smiled as she tailed off into frustrated, refsérdilence. 'And one of
those requirements is knowing why it is you desga# father.'

'Perhaps because he is idiotic enough to stillktlsim highly of you,' she
snapped.

'l thought so. | could change that. Would you ke to? Will you then think
highly of me, Rachel? If | make your father hate?me

'Say what you mean. I've no inclination to unraiddles.'

The consequence of her snappish, insolent dictagesilence. She seethed
inwardly in impotent frustration. He was well awdre could present as
many enigmas as he liked. He could give or withiaidrmation, just as he
could give or withhold rights to her home. She imad her parents must
even now be beholden to him for still residing ¢heiHow he loved to
impress on her just how firmly he had her pinnedag¢h his thumb. As the
silence continued she blurted, '"You don't even tikefather, do you? He
thinks so much of you and you don't even like him.'

'I've no reason to dislike him. He always treatedwell.’

'‘Well?' she cried scornfully. 'He used to treat you a®tis flesh and blood.
| thought perhaps you might have more to say orstigect than that. You
and he would spend a ridiculous amount of time ttugre. riding to

hounds... smoking in clubs... playing at Gards...'

"You were jealous of your own father?'



Rachel gave a hysterical choke of laughter. 'Nead jealous of you. Never
in all my life has he given me much time or attentiHad | been a
much-wanted son, things might have been differ&ut I'm a bitter
disappointment. I'm a girl, you see.’

'l do see. You're a woman. That's a fact. Beliewg Rachel, I've always
been far too aware of that.’

Rachel felt her face burn beneath his steady, glseputiny. She swirled
about, gripped the balustrade and inspected thmglayardens. 'How do |
know you're not lying?' she demanded shrilly. "Yewlready implied you
might rescind your agreement. Do you imagine dlhaede that you dump
these people on me without first | am certain themuch a document?’

'Perhaps you'll just have to trust me on it.'

She spun about, laughed scornfully. 'I'd sooner. pay trust in a trading
justice.’

He smiled sardonically, knowing what he did aboist Worship, Arthur
Goodwin. 'You're still a child, Rachel, aren't yd@@@neath that powder and
paint— which incidentally you don't need—you'retjadittle girl.’

'l sincerely hope not,’ she silkily demurred. 'Notw | know how your tastes
run.'

He walked close to her, halted in front of her watHook of thoughtful
contemplation slanting his sensual mouth. ‘It akvayas hard to decide
whether to put you across my knee or kiss you.'

'Well, let me solve the dilemma for you then, mydlb she carefully
enunciated, attempting to slip sideways and avasdcloseness. 'If you
attempt either | shall scream blue murder and cthiseso refined soiree to
end in chaos.'

A casual hand was planted on the iron railing, pnéwg her straying too
far. 'l don't think you'd do that,’ he answered sthly. 'Not with your



sister's wedding imminent and half the invited gsid®re tonight. | think
you're childish, Rachel, not stupid.’

With both of her hands, Rachel gripped the wrisvpnting her escape. Her
small fingers curled spitefully over braced musabler;, nails pinned against
his cambric cuff. Abruptly she ceded trying to shiim and instead turned
about to sweep off in the other direction, onlyital that barred by a dark,
immovable arm, too.

'Do you want to see it?'
She gazed up through the dusk into his brilliargyjmg eyes. 'See it?'
'The dispensation. You said you want proof it eist

'Yes,' she gasped quickly, noting his gaze hadpldpo her mouth. 'Yes, |

do,' she repeated. With brisk businesslike actr@nstepped against himin a
way calculated to make him move reflexively aslde remained as he was,
apart from his hands; they relinquished the mes#idirade to slide about
her and keep her close.

Rachel grew rigid, quivering with feverish antidijpa; waiting for a cruel,
lustful hand to force together their hips, for malus lips to bruise her own.

Instinctively one of her hands thrust between therassed to her bosom as
if to shield it from his plundering fingers.

Connor looked down at the splayed fingers and tgk-buttoned demure
bodice, under protection. A ghost of a smile touchis mouth. He lowered
his head. 'Nice dress. Are you wearing it for theZaunted softly as his lips
cornered hers in a kiss that was both seductiveeasbsuring.

Rachel waited for his anger, his spite to filterotlgh the sweetness. She
wouldn't be tricked by his sophistication just hesa brute force had
previously trampled her defences. Determinedly stezled herself to
remain impassive, unyielding. His eyes were clodsels were open,
watching his face, searching for a warning signhet vengeful lust she'd
endured before. It was sure to come. She'd resgoheééore. Never



again...never again, drummed in her mind as hertimparted beneath the
sensual insistence of his and her prepared fisttpd between them,
relaxed, flattened against the cool silk of hisst@at. His lashes raised;
somnolent and wary eyes fused before he unseadadifis. He gave her a
smile, the one that June could mimic, the onewzat barely there.

'‘Come to the library, I'll give you the documenttédkke home with you
tonight.'

He was back by the door to the drawing room, beickpher, before Rachel
had marshalled strength or sense enough to move.



Chapter Eleven

The first people Rachel saw as they walked in sganto the drawing room
were Paul and Lucinda Saunders. The second conatth her eye was
her aunt and uncle Chamberlain.

Rachel groaned inwardly as she observed her awtiisPtuickly whisper
in her husband's ear. Then the woman gave hertelde the first smile to
be bestowed on any one of the Merediths in oveyesaxs. Rachel elected to
ignore the distinction.

But she was not so dismissive of the interestestityy their appearance.
Gossip might start in earnest if she and Devanaagent missing only to
once more emerge together. Quickly she voiceddaesf'It might give rise
to unwanted conjecture if we disappear at the game Whilst | join my
friends, the Saunders, would you please go alormltect the document,
then return in a moment to give it to me?’

‘No.

There was no time for persuasion as her aunt aolé were almost upon
them. Her annoyance at his blunt refusal was luniteher stiffly removing
her hand from where moments ago he'd placed itiarm. Her vexation
mounted when she saw Paul and Lucinda were natalftgoing to come
over; now that her kinsmen were accosting her, they diplomatically
diverted to talk to some other people just returinech the supper room.

As her aunt Phyllis creaked close enough to peckcheek in greeting,
Rachel had to stifle the urge to elbow away hehnedigs portly, corseted
sister. Her uncle Nathaniel shuffled on the spokilg ill at ease, conscious
that his wife's abruptolte facewas absurd in its excess. When last Phyllis
had shown their eldest niece this much affectiaghel had been nineteen
and accepting felicitations on her engagement.

Her aunt beamed a welcome; Rachel returned hekl smile. Once she
had been beyond the pale. Now, it seemed, she avhs allowed, nay,
shepherded back into the fold. And it was all beeaaf the man by her side.
He had forgiven her, taken pity on the unpopulanspr she had become.



Thus she was acceptable, even envied for his pgmditenage. If only they

knew! A surge of anger rose up in her, threatemiegcomposure, as she
recalled several occasions over the past six yelaes her parents or sisters
had been snubbed in public by this woman just kerance she had jilted
Connor Flinte.

Rachel's eyes whipped from her aunt to her sheepisle.

'Why, Rachel, how pretty you look in that blue drdsswear you never fail
to suit that colour," her aunt Phyllis gushed asugfh there had been no
lengthy hiatus in their relationship.

Thank you, Aunt Chamberlain," Rachel returned fdlynd'm amazed you
were able to recognise me at all, considering hawehrtime has elapsed
since last we .spoke.'

Rachel watched with not a hint of remorse as ahflomttled her aunt's
jowls. What did stir her compassion was that haleinisibly winced and
stuck his fingers into his cravat, loosening itnfrbis perspiring neck.

Nathaniel cleared his throat. 'Well! Well, theng Qallantly distracted

attention from*his wife's ugly confusion. 'And hawe your sisters? Busy
with sewing their pretty dresses? Young June vélblblushing bride. And
Sylvie a picture in her frock. Yes, yes. Capitalivays a sweet little girl.

This fine weather is just the thing." He nodde@ssfully at Connor, who
made a suave response to these garbled observations

'A less sultry climate, is needed for the big dByllis interjected, fanning
herself with a plump, glittering hand. 'We ladiesnt want to be wilting in
our wedding finery from the heat. Isn't that so¢iRa?"

'‘Are you to come, then?' Rachel asked in mock m&phWhen first the
invitations were sent months ago and there wasepty rfrom you, we
imagined you were busy trying to break a prior gyegaent. But we always
knew it was bad timing, not bad manners, that keptfrom penning us a
line of explanation.’



Nathaniel visibly shrank back in his shoes. Thisetihis wife rallied. Her
sharp little eyes stabbed at Rachel. 'Indeed, so.are right, in that respect.
But we are lucky in that we have managed to regegaur schedule. Now
all is attended to, | assure you, my dear. Jusitieek | dashed off a reply to
your parents and had it to the post within an hour.

'Why...that is good of you, Aunt Chamberlain! Istthe people we steal you
from on this occasion won't too earnestly mourrnidlss. And of course, Mrs
Pemberton will be honoured. Why, | swear, if | didmow it impossible, |
would have the two of you for sisters. You're skedl Her eyes strayed to
Pamela Pemberton's bony limbs and long, equinetfaimge settling on the
small, round woman close by.

'Some months ago, you say, the cards were sentMisPtattled off

furiously, well aware that characters, not figuresre being disparaged.
'‘Well, I'm sure | have not had mine as longlzs,' she forcibly protested.
‘'The post, of course, is not to be relied uponsiibg it was misdirected—

"I think not—'

'l imagine it was,' Connor drawled over her wonsdgh a hint of finality in
his voice that drew Rachel's eyes to his.

She read a warning there. Perhaps he was worreedrst her aunt might
start a cat-fight right here in his refined drawmgm. The notion held great
attraction. But for June's wedding dictating deocorushe might have
thoroughly enjoyed impressing on this hypocriticalv exactly what she
thought of her. Challengingly, she met Connor'ssgéeely mild gazeThis
is my businessvas the message flashed beacon-like in her lireyd.

Don*t push me too farwas signalled back in the blue-flame heating her
face. A heavy masterful hand curved over her elbeady to move her on.
He nodded politely at her aunt and uncle.

Keen not to let their noble host escape too samhdasperate to know if her
suspicions were correct, Phyllis cooed, 'And witluybe attending my
niece's, nuptials, my lord?'



'I'm soon to return to Ireland,’ was all he saidweith a smile, he steered
Rachel away.

Phyllis Chamberlain watched them go with narrowgese

'‘Good of him to be so kind to her and take her aboth him like that.’
Nathaniel sighed. 'l've seen her look monstrousfiotthis evening skipping
from place to place trying to find someone to talkTook her for a stroll in
the air, too.'

'Stroll!" his wife hissed. 'l swear he's got a touch of eonig his mouth. What
does that tell you?'

Nathaniel looked aghast. ‘No! Really? I'd neverenh&ad Devane for a
poncy dandy! More of a Corinthian, I'd have sdid...

With a withering look flung across her fat should¢rer spouse, Phyllis
stomped off to confer with the woman who bore moiflikeness to her at
all.

'Witch!" Rachel burst out beneath her breath when suftigiéar away for
no one but her companion to hear the expostulation.

'Hush, sweet, or people might think I'm paying miydkattentions to an
ill-tempered virago.'

Rachel slanted him a smouldering look. About tqosihat he could pay his
attentions elsewhere, she realised that he wamgtdeem towards Paul and
Lucinda who were waiting to greet them.

'Supper was delicious. Have you yet eaten?' Luchidadly opened the
conversation. 'We looked for you, Rachel...'

'No... I... er... was looking for you on the teeamnd found Lord Devane. He
was also taking the air.’

Paul and Lucinda gamely avoided catching each 'stage or indeed that of
either of their companions.



Four people started a conversation.

Everyone stopped and Connor said into the quigg &' minor matter to

discuss with Miss Meredith and also a few busipegers to give you, Paul.
Would you mind if we all went along to the librafigr a few minutes and

attended to it now? It shouldn't take long. Mightdrsuade you to come
along, Mrs Saunders? While | bore your husbane, d\fine collection of

Gothic novels you might like to look at.’

'How wonderful; I'd love to see them. | like to déd_ucinda immediately
slipped a hand on to the suave arm Connor offered.

‘They're mostly my mother's books, so are probghite romantic tales, |

imagine..." Rachel overheard this conversationglagation as he lead
Lucinda towards the door. Paul took Rachel's himdaded it through his

arm and gave it a brotherly pat. Rachel glancedjoely at his pleasant
face, sure he was about to say something. Instegave a small, bemused
shake of the head, then they followed in their 'saséke.

'‘Come and sit down, my dear; she went in there iih quite willingly,'
Paul Saunders told his wife as she again tiptoadrts the stately double
doors that led from the huge library into the Eastudy.

Lucinda inclined sideways and bent her small eaatds mahogany panels.
All that was audible was a sweet melody emanatiog the music room at
the opposite end of the house. 'Do you think Raishelell...safe in there
with him?'

'If she's not, you'll soon know of it. Rachel wostruple to scream,” Paul
wryly remarked. He idly glanced at the documentsag out on the leather-
topped library desk and smiled at the parchmend Hieeady perused an
identical set of insurance policies quite thoroygebme days ago at his
office where the Earl had had them delivered. Baitkept up a manly
pretence of earnest interest in every conceivairla bf maritime disaster.



Lucinda approached a towering bookcase and eaded tmme from the
packed shelf nearest to her. 'He truthfully hase ¢ollection of novels.™

'‘Good..." her husband said as he watched her bdigone traipsing to and
fro, novel-in hand. He pushed back his chair andtwe settle himself on
the leather couch by the unlit fire. The atmosplveas still warm, and he
removed his jacket and sank back into supple Hi#ewatched his wife
from beneath heavy lids; her new shawl slipped rbsérom her plump
arms to the floor as she reached for another baak ltgher shelf.

'‘Come and show me what you've got. | hope Connaglst and it's
romantic.'

Lucinda turned, blushing at his husky tone of vpieeognising it very well.
She shot a look at the study door. ‘Do you thirk peoposing again?'

'Possibly...butvhatl wouldn't like to hazard a guess. Come here,! Bad
on a rumble of a chuckle. 'Let's get comfortalilejight be a long wait...'

'Do you trust me now, Rachel?’

Rachel looked at the document beneath her fingaugkly she smoothed
it, refolded it. 'May | take this home with me?'

'Yes.'

‘Thank you.' The document was made smaller, briakly precisely, so it
would fit into her reticule. But it was the otheagers, rolled and tied with
red tape, sealed with red wax, that again drevelies.

She was sitting in his chair, behind his imposireskd where he had
indicated she should sit. He had extracted theedisgtion from the top
drawer, but omitted to shut it. Instinctively sheekv what lay revealed in
the shallow recess: he was intentionally temptieg With the deeds to
Windrush. Ownership of her home, her inheritancas wlose at hand. And



just one mantra drummed in her head: possessioinestenths of the law.
Her fingers itched to snatch them up.

Slowly, impertinently, she reached in and lifted the scroll. Reverently
she placed it on the polished mahogany, then mawedh one fingertip
until she could just read: Freehold in Title to Hmaise and demesne known
as Windrush...

"You want me to ask for this too." She looked upiat. He was standing by
the huge marble mantelpiece beneath a painting rof eaormous,
fierce-looking hound. 'Why are you taunting me withe deeds to
Windrush?'

'If you're prepared to negotiate for them, thear tell you what else | want.
On the terrace | told you | wanted two things.'

'Perhaps | might not ask for them," Rachel said,dyes adhering to his
through the candle-flicker.

"You will. Any minute now.'

She flung the deeds back into the drawer and slahiins@ut, then stood up.
"You think you're so clever, don't you? You thirduycan manipulate me,
make me dance to your tune. You're wrong...'

'Why didn't you marry Moncur or that other fop.aleerstone, wasn't it?'
The unexpected change of topic brought her paociag tabrupt halt and she
simply stared at him. 'That's none of your businete finally said with
insolent levity.

'Knowing why you rejected them might be all | want.

Is it?'

'Why did you break those engagements?’



With a dramatic show of ennui she began removints geom the holder
and leaning them against the standish. 'Becauseauke | didn't want to be
married. It was a mistake...it was as simple as.tha

'It's a mistake you make too often. Did you loventi?’

'‘No! Yes, of course...l think..." The last pen ilaag on to the desk and she
threw up her hands in frustration, forming fisteanScious of her friends

next door, and to prevent herself shouting, shigegrthrough her teeth, 'It's
none of your business.'

He'd used Paul and Lucinda as chaperons to getduently here, just to
torment her into an argument. Well, she refusebdetprovoked. She must
keep debate between them calm and reasonable. &&led gt the proud
stance of the canine in the picture. It looked aingd... wolflike.
Immediately she thought of Rosemary Davenport aad revelations
regarding this man and his unruly father.

'l spoke to your mother. She is just as | remem&ewery kind and nice.
Your stepfather, Sir Joshua, I didn't think loolsedwell.'

'He's not so well. He's suffered seizures latehye @octor thinks it might
have affected his memory.'

'Oh, I'm sorry..."
'What did my mother say to you?'

Again Rachel considered telling him it was nonéisfconcern. She took a
deep breath. This was surely safe ground. Bettdpiter upon it than
venture to other unknown paths. 'She told me yatielr was an Irish
chieftain's son, and how he brought about theiriage by abducting her to
end a centuries-old feud. She also said you're likgyhim.’

Connor laughed, picked up his tumbler of whiskey drank deeply from it.
It was some moments after it was replaced that bemured, 'Did she,
now?'



'Yes. She said you were wild and that your graméfatvould despair of
you.'

He watched a finger trace the rim of his glasss, Y& would," he said softly.
'Why? What did you do?'

The things wild young men do that their elders lbetfers despair of: spend
too much money, gamble, whore, fight...'

Rachel hadn't expected him to be quite so hor@st.I'didn't know...'

'No, you didn't know, Rachel. | took great painthat time to make sure you
didn't know. | was quite the gallant young majogsw't | now? For what
good it did...'

She understood the thread of bitterness and seltkeny. Quickly she said,
"Your poor grandfather. | expect he must have ddsa different heir. |
never knew of that either. You never said you wand day be an Earl.'

'l would have told you if | sincerely thought | hadchance of becoming an
aristocrat. I might have boasted of it, for yoursed impressed then by
status. Six years ago | was fourth in line to sedand had my mother's two
brothers and one of their sons in good healthidb'lseem possible all
would die before me within twenty months of one theo. That's why |
made a career in the army.' He smiled, tossedeffémainder of his drink.
‘That and the fact that my grandfather had a guntipg at my head when
he told me. he'd bought me a commission in the Gieards and to get
packed and ready to go.'

Rachel walked closer to him, intriguédrour grandfather threatened to kil
you?'

'More bluster than anything. | don't think he'd é&gwlled the trigger. He
was at the end of his tether. | had put him in akveard position by
indulging in one sin too many. He took it persopdibr it deeply offended
his ethics and sensibilities. He was a good manh@mourable man...'



'What did you do?"

He upended the decanter. A stream of amber flowedarystal. 'l took a
married woman as my mistress. | cuckolded an ottlemteemed friend of
my grandfather's. He wasn't amused.’

Rachel stared at him in silence, then murmured IgritNo, | imagine he
would not have been.' She cleared her throat, adidekly, 'Well, you must
have been young, | suppose. | take it the adukevas much older than you.
Certainly old enough to know better. Perhaps stigzdel astray.’

'Well, thank you for those kind words, Rachel," th@wled. Indolent
amusement was levelled at her over the rim of lassy 'Actually she was
your age at the time, twenty-five, and | might h&seen a tender eighteen,
but | knew exactly what | was doing. I've kept atrss since | was fifteen.’
Abruptly he swallowed some whiskey.

Rachel looked at him, moistened her lips. 'Oh,d..sewas all she could
think to say to that news. And then she did thihkamething to say. 'You
had a mistress when we were engaged?' she demacibjepblite.

He placed his drink down, turned to face her. 'Wehat would you have
done if you'd known, Rachel? Jilted me...?"

She felt the blood suffuse beneath her skin asdwisasm. ‘Well, I'm glad |
do know, at last. | don't feel quite so...'

'Guilty?' he supplied quietly as she failed to dnithe sentence. 'Feel as
guilty as you can. You were the only woman in nfig &t that time.'

Rachel ceased fiddling with quill feathers and nibte@vards the door. 'It's
time | left. Paul and Lucinda will be ready to gokrlow Lucinda is quite
tired...'

'Why won't you ask me what | need to give you batkdrush?'

Rachel remained silent, simply stared at the ramel beast on the wall. It
looked real enough to leap out at her.



"You want that estate more than anything, don'®you
Almost imperceptibly she nodded.

‘All 1 want is a fair exchange. | want somethingrce desired more than
anything. Do you know what | did on my wedding riigJh

She felt unable to jeer that she couldn't give mrdaHer eyes, her voice
seemed to be trapped by his. Slowly she shook det.h

He smiled a savage smile that just took his lipskbagainst even teeth.
‘Neither do I. | haven't the vaguest idea wheremhtwor how | got so drunk.
Suffice to say that when Jason found me unconscnu@lapham Common
a day or so later he thought I'd killed myself. Arer night there, comatose,
and perhaps | would have died. It was two days agegot me home before
| came to—a week after that when the fever abatée. first coherent
thought | had was quite uncharitable; | wantedilidkn for not leaving me
there.

'For six years on and off I've fantasised aboutweyding night. At first it
was an obsession...wanting those blasted lostraarks back; to have them
as | was entitled to have them, in passion andsphea Later it mellowed
into a nagging curiosity about you...about whatniitssed. But it's never
gone away. It's always been there, an irritatireg 0 my mind. | want my
wedding night, Rachel. You owe me my wedding night.

She hadn't realised he'd got so close. He raibatié She flicked it off. He
raised it again, then again and persevered urgisghply stood still, lulled

by fingers that circled with tantalising light dtes on the satiny skin of her
arm.

What he was suggesting was horrendous, outrag&hes.supposed she
should swoon in shock. But she wouldn't. It wasn'shock, or even a
surprise. A remote part of her mind had realisetbag ago as their tense
reunion on that hot apple-scented afternoon, teatrbuld aim to lock her
into this ultimate revenge.



‘A wedding night, by definition, follows a marriggehe mentioned with
cool logic. The ceremony never took place. | tabdi yn the terrace, you're
not my husband.'

'l came close enough with just twelve hours to @we me my wedding
night, Rachel, and set us both free. It startetl mi¢ wanting you, it'll finish
there too. And if you get nothing else out of igu§fl get back your
inheritance and the sure knowledge that when yatlvef finds out, he'll
want to shoot me down dead.’

That's what | must do or you'll auction Windrushé& faint voice asked.

'l don't want a house in Hertfordshire. I'm goiragpe to Ireland. You give
me my wedding night and I'll give you your deedsu¥ get the property
sooner than you thought. If you agree—and | wanir yfall agreement,
Rachel; | want you willing—Windrush is yours, nauwy father's.’

'‘And do you think | could do that? Do you thinkdutd keep the estate
myself and return home with those papers and bwasty family how
willingly 1 whored to get them? Do you expect meltmthat?'

'Return the title to your father, then. Tell hirmdduced you. Deal with it as
you see fit. Either way he'll hate me. It's whati yeant, isn't it? For your
father to wish me dead?'

'Yes,' she whispered in a hoarse croak. 'And hétaiogwish that already.’'
She viciously slapped away his hand from wherdlitsoothed her. 'How

satisfying was it for you to steal a drunken m&wase? How proud.. .how
clever did it make you feel gambling with a man wiaal lost his wits to

alcohol? God in heaven, it would have been beptert$or you taking candy
from a baby. And wouldn't a gentleman have at lgagn him a chance to
win back such a valuable stake?"

'| did offer him the chance.'

‘Are you telling me he lost to you twice?'



'‘No, I'm telling you he passed out before the cavdse dealt again. He
couldn't stand up or see straight Rachel, let ateiea diamond from a
spade.'

'He couldn't see the knave in the pack either,ccbel? Even when sober he
couldn't see that,' she jeered in raw rancour.

Connor laughed, shrugged negligently. 'Don't worhg'll see him now.
And he isn't going to like it that I've stood heheme on its head.’

'His scheme?'

'He might have been under the influence, but he seder enough not to
want to risk a second game. He didn't want Benjaiarley to get

Windrush. He intended | should have the estatediti@t stake it until | sat
down at the table and once | had it he didn't witaodéick. So | obliged him
and took your birthright, fair and legitimate. Bhe only way I'll take you is
the way I've just described. That's as far as repared to fall in with his
plan to resurrect our relationship.’

Rachel felt the blood drain from her face. 'What &ou saying?' she
whispered, horrified.

'I'm saying, my one-time love, that your fatheliaisouring under the foolish
hope that I'm still besotted with you. He thinkas the honourable fool | was
six years ago. He thinks if he puts you in my wagt an my debt enough, |
just might marry you and provide the Merediths wathappy ending. That
won't happen.’

'No, it's too late for that. Far too late for that.

'I'm glad you agree.’

'l do," Rachel breathed, sweetly courteous, axahee close to him again.
‘The only way the Merediths would ever have besnr@sl a happy ending

was if your stupid grandfather had found the coertm pull that trigger
when you were eighteen.’



Her hand flew up, cracked resoundingly against an lelark cheek.
Immediately she flew backwards away from him. 'Boét was quite
satisfying,' she bit out before turning proudly foe door.

An arm curved about her tense body, jerking herbaffance and back
against him. Immediately she fought his hold, tisanrled about in his
arms. The pearls twined into her hair scatteredtmrthe floor like
glimmering hailstones as five dark fingers suppbriter scalp. Slowly,
deliberately he kissed her, plundered the mutirsodislines of her lips with
ruthless seduction until she was whimpering witlséefrustration. Just as
she succumbed to the sweet torment, allowed higuno tease hers, he
took his mouth away.

‘That wasn't very satisfying," he breathed agdiestquivering flesh. 'So let
me know by midweek if you want to negotiate on ewyris or the estate will
be auctioned at the beginning of July.'

Her large, glistening eyes raised to his, seekorgescompassion beneath
the fringe of preposterously long lashes. There wathing but a
diamond-hard glitter.

'‘And that's an end to it? It's enough that youlliyriaumiliate me in the most
sordid and basic way? You won't then feel inclit@find other things you
want?'

'l won't humiliate you and | won't renege on my @orhere's nothing else |
want but peace. | told you: it started in lush, &d there too.’

'‘And that won't humiliate me?'
'‘No.'
He caught her wrist this time before her hand misdeark.

Wrenching herself free, she backed off two pades) swept with wordless
dignity to the door to find her friends to take heme.



‘There's a rider approaching,’ Sylvie called owardhoulder to her mother.

Gloria Meredith joined her youngest girl at the ming-room window. She
squinted off into the distance at a dark blurrypghenoving at some speed
towards the house. 'l must purchase some spectédiesyesight is not
what it was...'

'It's William," Sylvie advised with a laugh andred to look at June, sitting,
feet curled beneath her, with sewing in her lap.

It seemed a moment before June's dreamy expressiistered that the
stuff of hep reverie was, in body, in the vicini§he started to her feet.
'William? Here? In Hertfordshire? Are you sure?’

'Well, come and look," Sylvie ordered with a scéaviher dithering sister. In
Sylvie's opinion, June didn't suit being in lovéaeSvandered about like a
witless idiot most of the time. Only yesterday dhsgt on a needle that June
had forgotten she'd left idly poked into the armaathair. Of course, June
had been so distraught at the sight of the smaitfome mark on her little
sister's thigh that she had sobbed and wept uyltileSin desperation, had
apologised for bringing it to her attention, forekhbarely felt it, she'd
insisted graciously.

June flew to the window and peered out. A smilshadfer rapture lit her face
and in a swirl of pretty tiffany skirts she was gdnom the room.

June encountered her father in the hallway in tieegss of shaking hands
with her fiance. William had his attention immeeigton the alluring sight
of his betrothed as he pumped his prospective fatllaw's arm. Edgar
Meredith, with a little smile for the young coupl®ade his excuses and
ambled off to his study.

'I'd no idea you were coming to Hertfordshire beftlhe wedding,' June
breathed.

Her fiance managed a passably casual shrug. 'dfowself at a bit of a
loose end in London. Philip Moncur and Barry Fosiedl some others have
gone off to Brighton. They wanted me to accompdyrt, but | can't say |



fancied it. | can't say I've fancied seeking myegpdés' company too much
either these last few weeks...Father's well enooghhis own..." A
meaningful grimace followed the remark. 'So | thoug bit of country air
was the thing; a constitutional before all the eient starts in earnest. I've
been staying for a few days at the King's Arms. dt'quaint place. Good
food and ale. Decided today I'd just drop by ofsé.v.see how you all do...'

That was all the standing on ceremony that Junkeldmar. With a little sigh

she propelled herself into her fiance's embracehddged her tight. 'l don't
think | can endure another day without you, letnaldhree weeks,' he
whispered hoarsely against her soft hair.

June happily disengaged herself, took his arm addhim towards the
morning room. 'Well, you must,’ she said archlyndAou will probably be
quite disappointed to have left London. A friendyou was on her way into
the city, just as you were heading here. Rachebidong ago returned to
Beaulieu Gardens. She will be upset to have migsedPerhaps you passed
each other on the road, unawares.’

Soon they were ensconced in the morning-room chattsthe warm sun
slanting to beatify their faces. Sylvie had wandes# to change her clothes
and take a ride on her pony. Thus, just Mrs Meheplidyed gooseberry to
the lovers.

'More tea, William?' Gloria called, holding up theetty pot.

'Yes, thank you, Mrs Meredith.'

Gloria attended to his cup, slid a glance betwaerrt

couple. The young man seemed to have trouble databls eyes from her
daughter's sweet countenance. | have one chiltedetthe stressed for
herself before her anxious thoughts again retutoéthchel.

She just wished she'd come home, for no good warake of chasing what
was lost. She knew that her eldest daughter wasumg her inheritance

rather than her friendship with the Saunders. Hisbhand knew it too. Not
that they had spoken of it; in fact, since the dayad returned to tell them



of his grossly selfish behaviour, they had spokitle lt all. Just essentials,
over the running of the household or the weddirggparations brought them
close enough to exchange a few frosty formal woi@kria sighed
depressively. It went unnoticed. With a murmureduse about seeing to
the luncheon, she withdrew.

William sipped from a delicate china teacup thakied imperilled by his
big fingers. He frowned. 'Why has Rachel gone lhadkondon so soon?'

June sent a circumspect look towards the dooragythfearing they might
be overheard. 'lt's the business with Windrush:aPimging it to Lord
Devane,' she informed little above a whisper. 'Raalas furious. I've rarely
seen her so angry. She and Papa were at terrgderoeads. She insists we
be married here and has gone to do battle with Danchne over it all. | told
her that it would not matter if we married insteéad.ondon...’

William's frown deepened. 'Well, I'd rather be nedrhere at Windrush and
told Devane so. He wasn't put out by allowing uskeep to our
arrangements. He has no use for the place, after al

'What do you mean?' June asked in surprise. 'Thet& is gone on a fool's
errand? Had you already approached Lord Devaneioai?'

'He approachedne..and your father. As soon as Edgar was lucid entoigh
understand what was being said we all met thedwxtWhy did your father
not tell you that, | wonder?'

June looked shocked. She shook her fair headn't klmow. Surely it would
not have slipped his mind. Perhaps the alcohotedtehis memory.'

William's curious expression turned bleak. 'l hapere is not some
deviousness in it all.' He sighed. 'lt seems s&adngne, for unless I'm much
mistaken, I'd wager a fortune that Devane is stilch taken with Rachel.

'l think so too,' June agreed. 'And can't see wé\¢ he mean enough to ruin
things for us.'



'I'd as soon start married life without being cahto all this skulduggery,
my love." William sighed. 'No good ever comes ofclswnderhand
behaviour: withholding information and harbouriregets and so on. It is
something | cannot abide...’

June looked alarmed at his vehemence. Her largel bges attached to his
for so long that he rose and, crouching by herrchaked, 'What is it, dear?'

'l don't want us to have secrets either. Theraisetining | must tell you,
William...about Isabel...'



Chapter Twelve
'Faith, it's .you back. Now, what might you be aftanting this time?'

The same as last time." The repartee was readytheme was little
confidence in Sam Smith's demeanour today. InHadtarely raised a smile
and twitched a bit beneath the steady glare dideatehim from beneath
brows like rusty arches.

Noreen Shaughnessy crossed her arms over her esfatmbsom and
pointedly examined two sets of scuffed boots plkhnd@ her recently
scrubbed steps. Her eyes belligerently widenedhgl#éine young couple not
to scarper.

The brash whippersnapper was easily recalled frartime he'd delivered
that letter from Himself. The small female tuckeshind him was a stranger.
As Noreen slyly cocked her head to get a bettds &dnis timid companion,
she noticed there was a fancy- crested coach aketie with a solitary
battered travelling box atop it. It was a rich rsaig bearing a poor man's
luggage, and she recognised the coachman. He'ddoesmg the vehicle
that brought her mistress home—uwith the earl ofdevescorting her—the
first night they arrived in town. This was his lshdp's coach and this, she'd
believed, was one of his lordship's servants. Sp wéis he here, with his
chattels, delivered to their door in such style?

Noreen had her hunches. In fact, she'd done 8td& but brood on her
suspicions for weeks past. Since they'd arrivetbwn and Miss Rachel
insisted on immediately confronting the Major, Nemeknew something big
was brewing. When he'd come back the following nmgynooking like the
handsome prince from a fairy tale, and her mistaesimg for all the world
like an excited girl set on hooking her beau, Norbad put her faith in
dreams: Windrush regained, things back as theylghm As theywould
be, but for the master acting like a proper fodiei the front door had
slammed like it was surely coming off its hingesl ahe'd been summoned
by her white-faced mistress to sweep up the bitdawk and best china that
marked the dream's departure.



Yet she'd seen the way the Major looked at her;shiettl seen the way Miss
Rachel looked right back, with her chin high and hese high...and that
hunger in her eyes, as though something miracul@ssjust within reach

but she was scared to reach out and grab lesh&duight round and bit her.

Now he was a hero and a lord to boot, but he waarafirst. An influential
man. And Noreen guessed a lesser fellow mightdregtled to impress all
that on a woman who'd left him, practically at #i&r, looking like every
sort of fool. No one could deny Major Flinte hadlltause to feel bitter and
angry six years ago. And if he were biding his tifloe the perfect
opportunity for tit-for-tat, it wouldn't come anyeeter than now. With
Windrush gone to him, and Miss

Rachel determined her sister's wedding go ahepthased, he sure enough
held the whip hand...

But Noreen knew the Major was a decent man, anuraite man. It was
one thing, she realised, that she and the mastieinft@mmon: their lasting
faith in the Major's honest goodness. He wouldrnitt B woman he'd once
loved. He just wouldn't, Noreen would stake hex tf it...

"Your mistress is expecting us,'" Sam Smith annalipceudly, erasing the
contemplative grimace from Noreen's countenance.r&\taken on, Lord
Devane says so...'

Gently he drew forward the girl from where she hedebehind him. 'I'm
Sam Smith and this is me sister, Annie. I'll intiod you to Noreen,
Annie...'

'‘Don't you be after taking liberties! And how isyibu know me name?’
Noreen barked.

'Sure and it was your mistress said it, Noreen,'drewvled in a fair
approximation of her brogue. 'Miss Meredith cafed that last time | was
here with that letter from my master. My mastenas, that is.' He rocked
high on his toes, expanding his chest, keen toappeoncerned about this
abrupt downturn in his and Annie's prospects.



Noreen blushed again at the memory of him teasarghat day. 'lt's Miss
Shaughnessy to you. Or you can call me ma'am. Gudstruth! It's a
jackanapes you are. You're naught but a kid!"

A few days ago Noreen had tried not to look tooiexad...or
offended...when Miss Rachel told her new staff werke taken on. But, in
her heart, relief reigned, for she knew she wasgltwo much. Vera and
Bernard Grimshaw, the old retainers who oversavplaee when the family
were away, were as much help as a sack on the Hackas afflicted with
arthritis so badly he could scarce move out ofdgytsowvay, and she was deaf
as a post and too fat to do much more than loluabating what she'd just
took out the oven. Which left herself working dattdusk, and then some,
which was more than a mortal could stand.

But she'd never have guessed this cheeky devil thigme day be a
colleague at Beaulieu Gardens. He looked big amylargough to do a full
share, but that sister hiding behind looked like sfight be as much use as
fat Vera when it came to getting down and puttiteck on a grate or a
scrubbing brush on a step. Noreen found herseifhdgang to peer beneath
the girl's lowered bonnet brim. Weak and wearyhyrand retiring, it cut no
ice with Noreen. If she was here to work, work sloeild.

Sam recognised the inquisitiveness levelled asisier and smiled thinly.
Women never liked Annie. Poor little cow never lhaday or do anything.
They just never liked the look of her.

'Say hello to Miss Shaughnessy, Annie," Sam ordegrefdly, tilting up her
head to cure Noreen's curiosity.

His sister obeyed him, and solemn eyes set infagqibr sculpted oval face
regarded Noreen.

Noreen gawped, entranced for a moment by the widtild. Then she slid a
suspicious glance at the youth who was by no $tret¢he imagination a
looker.

The girl had a clear, pale countenance. The wispgrils of silky hair that
had slipped free of her bonnet glowed like rickckhsherry. Her eyes, or



what could be seen of them beneath those droppett ldshes, were huge
and velvet brown. Sam had a good mop of chestnutihavas true,. but
there any similarity ended., .His eyes were a slohdeey and his skin was
lightly dusted with freckles; something else tochagainst him. Why should
his be unremarkable whereas hers were ugly blessi@ur sister, is she
now?' was directed snappishly at Sam.

He sighed at the sarcasm; automatically a proweciism curled about
Annie's shoulders. He proffered their referencesnped that very morning
by Joseph Walsh. On the master's instruction, afsey burned like acid
into his consciousness. 'She's me sister,' hedstaitd#ly. 'Go and tell your
mistress we're here.'

With a sullen, sideways look Noreen did as shetaias

Thankfully Rachel found it easy to be kind and gras to this couple who

had been forced upon her by her enemy. She'd fesfw@anight snap and
snarl at them. But now they were here, in her rmgrmoom, she felt more

curiosity than irritation. She also felt an ovenivhimmg sense of shame as
she studied the girl. The idea that this awkwaedyous child might be any
man's mistress, let alone likely to tempt the ueb&arl of Devane, now

seemed utterly ludicrous. Yet she had accused liilnemg perversely

interested in her!

A better presumption would have been that theataioprano would risk
laughing herself hoarse at the very idea thatghische maid was her rival.

Annie was indeed exquisitely pretty, but excruagly shy. Her brother

seemed to be her rock...her universe. On beingreghby Noreen, to an

audience with her, one of Annie's small hands athed on to one of Sam's
sleeves. Still the girl stood slightly behind hignipping, as a talisman, that
piece of dark material.

Her sad eyes were lifted to his face, unwaverirgggking reassurance.
Once in a while, she darted a look at Rachel, Hiimg if their glances
grazed, as though expecting a blow or a harsh wigdheir eyes skimmed



together again, Rachel gave her a welcoming srAiaie looked startled
and shuffled further behind her brother.

"Your sister seems very...nervous. Do | frighter?he
‘All ladies frighten her, m'm.’
'Why is that?' Rachel asked, astonished.

Sam felt ill at ease. He should have kept his bdtenment to himself. Too
late. Bluntly he expanded on it. "Cos of their ¢emien liking the look of
her, which case they don't...'

Rachel studied him in silence for a moment, thandferred her attention to
the girl's pure, pale face. Perhaps she had bdgtteahasty...or naive in

thinking no woman would view the child as a thr&dm's cynical attitude
spoke volumes: he was drawing on experience. 'Do rgean that your

sister sometimes receives unwanted attention frentlgmen? And that
their ladies resent it? Blame Annie for it?' Rachsked gently, aware the
youth already regretted his candour.

Sam’'s lips skewed into a travesty of a smile. Griesothands comforted the
bloodless fingers biting into his arm. 'Yes, m'mas all he prudently
allowed himself to admit this time. He looked ditgat Rachel; guessed
that a woman's suspicion might soon be kindlingen mind. Much as he
hated Lord Devane for crushing his dreams, he bae fair. If it wasn't for
him, Annie would by now be beneath Arthur Goodwipedtry protection
for a time. And after that time...then what?

All of it was his fault. Her own brother had putrha risk from that fat
lecherous pig. He'd lost his temper that day theiages collided and
stupidly drawn attention to himself. But for thatlly, Arthur Goodwin
might never have bothered them. So he'd tell th#h.trPut his lordship
straight with this woman he loved. Then never thofikim or wolfhounds
or a new life in Ireland, ever again. 'Lord Devaves kind and good to both
of us. Annie liked him. We both did. We would hastayed with him.’



Rachel took no offence at the bald declaration tat and his sister
preferred Berkeley Square to Beaulieu Gardenstulin tshe would rather
they were still in Devane's employ. But not to elte libertine this youth
had championed. What troubled her conscience watsstie could never
match the prospects they had lost when Devanéhput dff.

She no longer knew what her own destiny held; shidcscarce guarantee
their futures. Sam had tacitly confirmed what tlel©f Devane had told
her: he hadn't seduced Annie Smith, he had pratdete and her brother.
From what Sam inferred, she gleaned that degersdnatended his sister for
their own base ends. Knowledge of Connor's gertgrdss integrity where
the Smiths were concerned, made her oddly angryiaedsy. It was at such
variance with the way he now treated her. Yet @ieehad known him only
behave in an honourable way...to everyone. He iobrtdad been the
gallant major he so recently scorned in his quaetastic way. She had made
him rue his own goodness.

Yet once she had loved him.

When they had been first betrothed she had orlatoat him for her knees
to turn to water, for her heart to hammer wildly.

But after months in which he seemed to spend more with her father
than with her, she'd come to think of him as duldl doring. Her father
thought him a handsome, personable fellow. An esgjng companion...
soon to be a son...to take about with him and stfévo his cronies. Rachel
had grown increasingly resentful of his absence laad also begun to
suspect him too weak and placid.

Piqued that he allowed her father to monopolisensch of his time, she
would set out to rile him. But nothing seemed tseiphis equilibrium. She
had flirted intentionally and provocatively with her gentlemen; he'd
tolerated it with equanimity. She had failed tofke@pointments to go for a
drive in the Park or to meet mutual friends; hefdled that small smile of
forgiveness, conveyed their excuses. She'd yeafoedr more lusty,
dynamic lover. He'd kept his kisses brief and ahdsis caresses light and
respectful. She didn't want a handsome shell ofa with no power and
substance...and no passion. She'd teased and tetmemanting a flash of



jealousy, a sign of smouldering desire he coultbritrol, sure it was there.
Time and again she had attempted to prod intdHéetiger she was certain
resided within. He was a soldier, an officer detsaso it was rumoured,
for courageous sorties behind enemy lines in th@nBala. But even his
valour was shrugged aside by the man himself. Stdéoben irritated by his
modesty when he drawled in that lazy way that fechd himself in the
thick of things primarily by accident. In final ftration, she'd decided he
must be a fortune hunter, more interested in h#refaand his fine
estate—which in the fullness- of time would be hewsd thus her
husband's—than he was in his future wife. How wenyic. Now he had that
very estate—her pride and joy—and he disdainecé&phkt. He had no use
of it for he had inherited one of his own which veasmuch grander.

Now when she demanded his tolerance, his respgeetsavage in him
snapped at her heels. Angry lust or cool contengs all he now showed
her. Yet the caring, gentle man he had been wihsalste. That side of him
had nurtured the well being of these young pedpigh a deep sigh she
unconsciously yearned for the man she might hade lhanly she could
have shaped herself an idol from those appealicggdaof his character...the
bits she chose, how easy it would be to madly tbeebeast once more...

Astonishment at acknowledging such a thought gaaxetevhorror and must
have registered in her face. She noticed both Sahhi timid sister were
watching her. Hastily she composed her features.

'So you have been used to working with horses, 88thRachel burst out
briskly, scanning Joseph Walsh's spider-scriptedesees. Somewhere in
her anguished mind she wondered if it had beenssacg to go to such
farcical lengths as to provide references for aptwshe had already
consented to take on. But Connor seemed a stiicklpropriety. Despite his

boast that he cared nothing of gossip for hims$eifhe was soon away to
Ireland, she wondered whether he was protectingdpartation or his own.

‘Yes, m'm. But I'll work in the stables or the kiems. Joseph Walsh..." he
indicated the letter with a nod "...was training mpeto serve at table, only |
never finished learning to be an under-footman...'



'‘And Annie?' Rachel looked at the girl; this timame held eye contact
from beneath her luxuriant lashes. 'It says hemnié\ that you have proved
yourself competent as a scullery-maid and thatdidisome sewing for the
Earl's housekeeper.'

After a little nudge from her brother, Annie whispé, 'Yes, m'm.’

'‘Good. Versatile and conscientious people are wkateed here at Beaulieu
Gardens,' their new mistress said to encourage. tareen will show you
to the kitchens and introduce you to the otherf.s¥&du may partake of a
little refreshment, then Noreen will show you whgoai lodge. By one of
the clock | shall expect you to start work. Ralplriier who drives for me,
will allocate jobs in the stable or garden, and édor will allocate jobs and
supervise you in the house.'

Rachel suddenly felt tired, and a great desire @oaobone with her
troublesome thoughts. She was certainly unablestd @ith any incipient
personality clashes between her staff that days Ehe elected to ignore the
challenging glance that slanted between her Irialdrand the youth.

Rachel's solitude was to be short-lived. By twdogk, Lucinda Saunders
was sitting with her in the drawing room. Racheswasurprised to see her.
In fact, she had been expecting her sooner. Ibead a few days since she
and Connor had emerged from his study with the esgmetween them
seeming solid with ice.

Rachel knew that her friend had been agog to ledwat had occurred to
cause such a freeze. Possibly the fact that hilship also had the mark of
her hand imprinted on his lean cheek had fired had&'s curiosity.

Paul Saunders had interrupted any leading queshisnwife attempted to
put to Rachel on the ride home. Every time Lucihdd slid the seat to
corner Rachel for a gabbled private whisper, hebhand had blandly drawn
them into a conversation about the fine music erdeélicious buffet they'd
enjoyed that evening. He'd remained undaunted Bywhie's obvious

frustration and speaking looks and Rachel was sadaly indoors at

Beaulieu Gardens without having scandalised hendis with any sordid
details of what passed between her and Lord DeBartenow Rachel knew



that Lucinda would not be put off longer from knagiwhy Connor had
been so determined to speak to her alone thatmyeni

Lucinda launched straight away into, 'l would hbaeen here yesterday but |
felt a trifle breathless. | think the babe is tiyito find a comfortable spot;
either that or he's training to be a tumbler." Advenassaged at her abdomen
as she eased back in the comfy chair. A crafty lsak shot at Rachel from
beneath her lashes. 'l hope you're about to indalg®me girlish gossip
today. You know I'm just dying to know...'

'Would you bring us some tea, Noreen, please?'®aderrupted quickly,
noticing that her maid was hesitating by the dodrdlp little Alan range his
toys on the table.

Tl see to it straight away, m'm," Noreen readigyreed.

Noreen had barely shut the door behind her whenindac quickly
continued, 'My first thought when Connor took ydtiaone like that was
that he might propose. Paul said he wasn't sdrat he might propose. |
know I'm being too vulgarly inquisitive, Rachel,tbwe are such good
friends. Did he ask you to marry him? Did you réjeiom again? Is that why
you both looked so...so0...?"

'Embittered?' Rachel supplied with a twist of hat Bps. Should she reveal
the shocking, callous way he had treated her?tDngiter if she did? People
everywhere knew of the shocking, callous way steedrad treated him. All
he wanted was what was fair; he'd mocked her, waiating her with the
deeds to Windrush. So she would be fair...and expisscruelty as once she
had shown the world her own...

'He made me a proposition, Lucinda, not a prop@&atfice to say that | no
longer find the thought of being a kept woman kappealing, or amusing.
It was a mean thing to say about Philip Moncur tizat, even in jest, for he's
a nice enough gentleman. But then saying and dkiingd things seems to
come quite naturally to me, I'm afraid.'

Lucinda finally closed her dropped jaw to burbleyrl Devane made an
offer to keep you as himistress?'



'Well, not exactlykeep' Rachel rebutted wryly. 'He made it clear heoigrs
to go back to Ireland. He doesn't want a lengthigdin as | understand it. In
fact, | think one night might do." She felt a sgor@ous surge of tears
thicken her throat, stealing her voice. Quickly bkat to give Alan a watery
smile as he surrounded her feet with soldiers. |i&led him on to her lap,
stroked at his silky soft hair. With a deep brestie continued huskily, 'He
let me see the deeds to Windrush. They were iraaeairin his desk...just
inches from my hand. | could have tried to fleelmihem. | swear that was
what he wanted, simply so he could thwart me iMai see, he has no wish
to keep Windrush himself. If | agree to his termel]l give me the deeds
before he goes overseas. Or he'll sell the edtatey choice. Good of him,
don't you think?"

Lucinda flinched at her friend's dulcet bitterneSke put a hand to her
mouth. Her eyes were saucer- wide as she starBaddtel. Abruptly her

features settled into easier lines. 'He must mesntp horridly tease you,
Rachel. It's a joke,' Lucinda mollified.

'No, it's not; he means to punish me at last. Hanlenl couldn't bear the
thought of strangers having Windrush. Yet, oddifjlevhe has it | accept
things aren't hopeless. | never before realisadhus badly he was affected
by my jilting him. Of course, | knew it was not ritor him..." She choked a
little despairing laugh. 'How feeble that soundsc@urse it was naticefor
him. Oh, | just mean | never realised before howlmiie suffered. Really
suffered No wonder his stepbrother, Jason, hates me. Fprisad now his
mother was so civil to me. | imagine she knew hewmilbly low it brought
him." Conscious she'd probably been imprudent stldsing so much,
Rachel requested quietly, 'lI'd rather you said ingtbf this toanyoneat the
moment. Once June is married and Lord Devane has geerseas, if you
must, then tell Paul.'

'l should not have asked you,' Lucinda wailedhthidd not have been so
prying.' Suddenly brightening, she confided withinkted nose, 'l suppose |
could prevaricate a bit if Paul asks too sooner ebnscience clear on that
score, she happily resumed the topic. 'Now | uridedswhy you slapped
his face! | couldn't credit you would do so justebuff a marriage offer. Oh,

| can scarce credit it. Connor seems so gentlerkando... so...'



'So decent?' Rachel supplied ironically.

'What will you do?'

'‘Agree, of course.'

Lucinda's round jaw sagged. Back she flopped irchair. "You'llagree?'

'While | scheme at something else entirely." Raéélelfamily pride again
rampage through her, bringing its own relief. Nigglguilt about her own
actions were swept aside by a torrent of filialigméition. 'He shan't win in
this," she hissed. 'Had he just insulted me, perhapght have accepted it as
condign. June and William can be married at Winklyug that | have his
promise...signed and sealed,’ she added signifjce®lhe paused, took a
calming breath. 'Thereafter | suppose | would hrageled here permanently
with my parents and Sylvie when Windrush was s@d.'encompassing
glance took in the pleasant drawing room, watchme irocade curtains
twitch in the mild afternoon air. 'June will, ofwse, move to William's villa
in Richmond, although they talk all the time of lmgya country retreat...'
She tailed off.

Sorrow for her papa and his meddling plucked atheart. He had risked
being made to look a fool for her. He had put histtin the morality of a

man who would not shrink from abusing that trustsu#xge of righteous
anger made her blast through her gritted whitdt€€he arrogant conceit of
the brute! He has the gall to say to me that miefaintentionally lost

Windrush to him because he hoped it would throwbiaek in his path. He
actually said he intends to foil my father's planntake him revive our
betrothal! There will be no happy ending, the egjatal devil told me.

As thoughl would deem a hatefuhesalliancewith him as a happy ending!

It is too much that he also spites my papa! Whignink how well my father
liked him. He stilldoeslike him. Papa has no idea Connor mocks him
behind his back! Oh, where on earth is Noreen \lidt tea!" Rachel
exploded in a stifled cry as she jumped to her. feet

She swished to open the door, only to spy her rhaither along the
corridor, just disappearing in a busy rustle ofcdtad, white cotton, through



the arch that lead to the kitchens below. Rachghesi on a frown,
wondering what errand had superseded her requesedo She sorely
needed some refreshment and some distraction.

Noreen slammed the heavy kettle on to the hob. ¥Athfe porcelain, silver
spoons, sugar and cream jugs were all assembleklygdeftly, without her
once raising her eyes above table height. Her meathpursed to stop her
lips trembling. Her eyes blinked rapidly to dispethe wetness. It wasn't
sadness, it was God's own wrath, she promisedlhassthe hot prickling
behind her eyes became unbearable. Quickly shectaffit.

Sam Smith placed down the fork he'd buffed to amingloss. He picked up
another, turned it this way and tlafront of his face while his eyes slid past
the utensil to his supervisor. If she was awal@mf, seated at the far end of
the scrubbed pine table, polishing silver, she gavesign. The cups and
saucers were shuffled aimlessly about on the tgayneas she glared at the
kettle. Sam knew she was already willing it to stes she could make the
tea and be gone.

'Vera and Bernard are gone out to her sisters alomgtreet. She's ailing
bad, so Vera says. But she'll be back in time totlye dinner on the go.
Annie finished dusting the parlour and morning romhle you was gone. |
told her to start upstairs...'

Noreen nodded wordless acceptance of this munaédoenation. Nothing
much penetrated her misery, her desgdandsome princeshe scoffed at
herself beneath her breath, a sob of bubbling ledged in her chest. He
was the villain of the piece. The ogre. The devdarnate. And serve her
right for knowing it. Eavesdropping was a sure walearn of disaster.

Abruptly she grabbed the sputtering kettle, tipppéa a clumsy motion and
gave a little yelp as she received a small scalu & splash of boiling water.

Sam got up from his stool and came over to heovi8he what you've done
to y'self...!



Noreen ripped her stinging hand from the comfortisf 'Don't be after
doing that. Mother Mary! I've had worse damage tian...’

Sam grasped her hand again, fended off the othiémaede to knock him
away. He looked into Noreen's rapidly blinking eyeatched her quivering
lips compress into a tight line. The angry weal Wwarely discernible on an
already work-roughened red thumb. T'ain't that, yadi're right," he said.
'‘Not bad enough to make a tough old bird cry, amyhdid you . catch a
worse roasting off the mistress over summat?"'

Noreen glared at him through an increasing blunen eyes. 'No, but you
will, I'm thinking, if you don't keep your thoughasd your hands to y'self.'

Sam let her go; went to sit back down at the tadke picked up a spoon,
polished it slowly, with long strong strokes. 'Vga's sweeter 'n you are,
Noreen Shaughnessy. What was it happened to ymaka you so sour?
Lose a man, did you?'

Noreen stared at him. Then she laughed, hysterjditowing back her
ginger head and swiping at her eyes again. 'Sodikean, I'm thinking.
Anything wrong with a woman's life, it must be a lstrong man let her
down. I don't need a man. Never have done. Anttliyiou before, it's none
of a Stripling's sympathy I'm needing.’

'It's none of a stripling's sympathy you're gettiggm countered quietly. He
studied her over the gleaming spoon, continuedihgpleven when she
challenged him with fierce bloodshot eyes.

'So you've not got a sweetheart waiting for youkbarc Hertfordshire.
Windrush is the Merediths' estate, ain't it?'

'It was..." Noreen said, a strange caustic noteyiog her brogue. But it's
not lost yet, is what I'm thinking, she told hefsebdding.

Sam was attending every mutter and gesture, sadded quickly, 'l got a
sister back there. To be sure, that's enough plgcki me heartstrings that |
need. She's more'n enough family for me." With &not finality, she
clattered the tea things on to the tray.



'‘What's her name?’

‘Mary.'

‘Younger 'n you?'

Noreen failed to respond, but cursed irritatiorolaeher breath.
'Problem, is she?'

'What's it to you?"

‘Nothing. I've got a sister of me own gives me @foproblems.’ 'My sister
don't do tail-trading, if you're about to see thasralike.'

‘Neither does mine," Sam said, his voice cold.

"You're thinking I'm a fool, then?' Noreen mock& pretty young thing
gets put off by that godforsaken villain when shiestlike the devil snaps at
her heels? He's tipped you out and on to us, b&oree loses that sweet
shape and folk get to knowing he's the one swaldalky.'

"You're thinking wrong. She ain't carrying and i€ta godforsaken villain.
Lord Devane's a good man.’

'Is he now?' Noreen queried silkily. 'We'll se&hé turned away to attend to
the tea. Insouciantly she remarked, 'Shame shieaapro. Girl looks like
Annie could put you both in Swell Street, I'm thimdg'

'‘Shame 'ud be if she were a pro,"” Sam curtly returtShe's a good girl.
She'll stay that way. She'll stay fed and clothed decent, for as long as |
do.’

Noreen raised her eyes to look at him. 'Where's gaauand pa?'

'Dead.’

'Mine too.'



‘Thought so. Just you and Mary, then, is it? Neokin?'
'Is it me family tree you're after getting?' Noreeked sarcastically.

'‘No; an' it's not lifting your skirts I'm after bér, if that's what you're
thinking.'

Noreen dropped the tray back to the table. Her farshed crimson, her
mouth fell open, but no tongue- lashing could fquest her dazed shock.

"Yeah...I| do mean what you think. You think I'mtja$ter putting you on
your back, don't you, Noreen Shaughnessy? Welinéetell you, | might be
a bit brash and | might talk a bit bawdy, but Mvant a tumble | can go
straight back to Whitechapel and take a fancy hkadno don't bristle like a
cornered cat every time | look her way.'

Noreen made an agitated attempt to straighten angssaucers and mop
milk from the tray. 'You go back there then. Firnigself a little girl to play
with. Sure and you're never old enough for a reahan, anyhow. You're
not a man, you're just a kid.'

Sam smiled, then he laughed, with quiet male satigi. 'She's not a little
girl. Men as like little girls make me sick...makee sick to my stomach.
She's a woman...older 'n you, I'd guess. But | gaava week ago and I'm
looking now. You're what | want, heaven help mékhow why. I'm man
enough for you, Noreen Shaughnessy...and you knhow i



Chapter Thirteen

| assume that you have in mind a suitable venwetsummate the
happy event. Please let me know where and wherataheé risk of

being too indelicately eager, might it be soon? lizaettlement of
the transaction would be appreciated, if for noestheason than it

will hasten my going home and your going overseas.

Connor read again the acerbic few sentences séh oeit ladylike script.
She hated him and she wanted him to know it. Hepidang was couched in
every prettily formed word. It was in her refusalltegin with the courtesy
of an address to him or finish by signing even ohé&er initials. He was
beneath contempt. Yet she would acquiesce. Likeshelwould.

He folded the consent to her ravishment, recerdlivered with pomp on a
silver salver by Joseph Walsh. A laugh scrapedsahhoat at that absurdity.
He slumped back in his chair and closed his wegeg.e

'What's funny?'
‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’

Jason Davenport prowled aimlessly about the roontlgy magnificent
mantel he stopped, gave the Irish wolfhound posteat it a glare. Two
fingers prised his superbly folded cravat from pmrspiring neck as,
indignantly, he looked through the windows at & l@fternoon in May that
was unremittingly hot and still. He abruptly tippaghot of whiskey into a
glass in irritation. 'Just five hundred then...tilext month when my
allowance is due...'

'No.'
"You're a tight-fisted bastard. | know for a faocuywon fifteen hundred last
night at White's. Harley made a point of telling.rhke's still steaming over

losing Meredith's estate to you, you know.'

'Yes, | know," Connor said distantly, gazing at luver a steeple of tanned
fingers.



'Was it Harley instigated the rumour you'd beendosgl the Smith girl
under your own roof?' Jason asked with casualester

'No., But he quite cheerfully backed it once it wgsand running.'

'Where have you hidden them? I've not seen swemiefor her brother in

days.' Jason grimaced a look of genuine alarm ah@o'God! There wasn't
any truth in it, Con, was there? You haven't sat ifg somewhere in

Cheapside? She's just a baby. Mind you, if shielebks as delectable in a
few years' time, | might be interested in taking e myself..." His voice,

one eyelid, lewdly lowered.

Connor propped his fists on the edge of the ddskvI$g he pushed himself
to his feet. 'Jason...do me... and you... a good ®emove yourself from
my sight for a while, there's a good fellow, befbsee you across the street
with the toe of my boot.’

‘Three hundred?' Jason hastily changed subjectrapiy deaf to his
stepbrother's threat to summarily eject him. 'Haw tshow my face at the
Palm House without a penny to my name? I'll lodka, starting straight
off with markers.’

Connor shrugged, turned him a classic profile agdzed into his garden. 'l
think, Jason, you mistake me for a person who cardamn about your
credibility." He suddenly speared a steely blueest his stepbrother.
"You've not approached your father again for martegve you?'

Jason cleared his throat with whiskey. 'l said uldla't,’ he gasped hoarsely
as the liquor stung. He paused reflectively, 'l wkngour stables are
overstocked... I've a rather nice set of silver padls just come into my
possession, taken from Frank Cornwallis followingudbber of whist.
They're corkers! I'd say they'd look pretty goo@ inouse like this. They set
me back the money he couldn't find. At just two dned and fifty they're a
bargain.'

Connor gave him a smile. Lengthy black lashes se@éhe afternoon glare
as he debated whether to kick him out anyway ogssigthey go and find a
couple of obliging jades and stay drunk until dawn.



He slumped back into his chair and slowly unfoltlesipaper. It didn't read
any sweeter third time around. He jerked open welran his desk, dropped
in Rachel's note. He was about to close it agaierwthe stone sparked
sunbeams. Without removing it from where it nestiemhcealed amongst
parchment, a dark thumb brushed the sapphire'sethseirface. Why he'd
removed it from the jeweller's box in the safe vehiéthad reposed, feeling
the need to look at it, he'd no idea. But now sithw deliberation he found
a loose end of red ribbon binding the deeds to *

Windrush then threaded it through the ring's goldleank gnd tied it. He
smiled at the rank symbolism in what he'd donen thigh a curse slammed
shut the drawer.

His head bowed, supported by massaging fingers daeg in his glossy
ebony hair. He must have been insane to have gtduite for he hadn't the
vaguest idea now how to bring it to a dignifiedsadavithout looking every
sort of idiot. Did that matter? She already thought every sort of idiot.

Perhaps he should ask Rachel if she had any idmashey could put this
interlude behind them and carry on with their liassthough they'd never
again met and engaged in such pointless, hurtimglvilt was ironic: but
for that blasted incident with the carriages jangtime street he might never
have seen her. He might have made it home to blekablissful ignorance
of the soulful, indomitable woman she'd become.dlarhe mocked
himself, her father would have made it his businesnsure that their paths
crossed at least once before he escaped. He wastda father who knew
his daughter. The man understood him, too...tob faetomfort.

Rachel had always been a fashionable beauty. Nosv, diegant
sophistication was hardened with a grit she usedeib an increasing
vulnerability. The melancholy she felt over Isal&ls quite apparent to
those who loved her; and it was likely to pluckleg heart of a man who'd
once cherished her as much as he had.

She was unpopular. She'd outragedadau mondey jilting him on a whim
and so tardy it was scandalous. But it was failonghow proper humility, to
beg forgiveness, that made those people so piiiletdseir displeasure. No



matter that she faced the world with a credibleadimsouciance, being
disliked wounded her...added to her distress.

At nineteen she had been surrounded by friendsyesteal with countless
social invitations. She was accepted now into compader the umbrella
of a family outing, but it was only the Saundersowkielcomed her for
herself. She could look quite isolated in a crusbemple. The poignancy of
watching her concealing her unhappiness on the Beants' stairway, even
now, clawed at his insides.

But Rachel was too proud to feign amnesia overglagits to snatch herself
a companion. Her aunt Chamberlain's specious diydiad disgusted her,
and he knew he'd played a part in it. Had he nehlacompanying Rachel
she might have remained ignored by the woman. Psrki@at was just

something else she resented: his power and inflydns celebrity. And to

him it was nothing against having her respectvirtzaher...

What he had instead was her permission to takéohaed for one night of
coerced lovemaking.

'All your moody moping about is to do with that bbtee baggage, the
Meredith woman, isn't it?" Jason slurred into Colsneeverie, emboldened
by the alcohol he'd steadily consumed and peevaidhis bargaining for
cash was being ignored.

Jason was barely aware Connor was out of his dmatife certainly knew
of the one-handed vice constricting his throat.

'‘Be careful...be very careful, Jason, what you sext,’ his stepbrother
threatened through touching teeth. 'And while yolidtening carefully: I'm
sick to death of you and your selfish spendthrittys: Your father's
ailing...possibly due to you worrying the life fromim. My mother's an
unhappy woman...because she's anxious over heatisthealth.’'

Abruptly he released his brother's neck as he edtiason's complexion
turning puce. He backed off, offered two broad malmconciliation. 'Just
be careful, Jason, what you say. That's all.'



Jason massaged his crushed windpipe. He gulpedrausdaugh. 'Steady,
Con," he wheezed. 'l only said it to rile you. Bbour sakes, get it done, will
you? Reinstate the blasted betrothal; it's whatwant and she's not now so
silly as to reject an earl at her age.’

The depleted decanter shattering into pieces invétant grate let Jason
know that possibly his stepbrother had a diffepmrspective on things.

'l never ever get engaged again,’ Connor tolch hwith a smile that
scintillated devilishly.

Jason retreated circumspectly from the frustratad barely a yard away. In
his white linen shirt, cuffs shoved, back to digpsanewy brown forearms,
and with his raven locks long, unkempt, framingkdaavage features,
Connor looked as perilous as a Barbary pirate fiveed blood-lust.

Jason shrugged carelessly. He put a hand to checkdvat and an end of
cloth came loose in his hand.

'Sorry," Connor condoled. 'lt must have taken yaomes time to perfect that
work of art.'

Jason, unwound it slowly. 'Too damned hot for iyreaw." He grinned,
shoving the luxurious bandage in to a pocket. 'Beeq?’

Connor grimaced wry agreement.

'Fancy a night at Mrs Crawford's? I'll forgo thdriRdlouse until I've a bit
more blunt.'

'Sure, why go with a little when you can take yatnole allowance and lose
the lot," Connor remarked drily on turning to thege casement window. It
was gripped at with tense long-fingered hands anstéred sightlessly over
his gardens.

'Don't lecture, Con. You're in no position. Whethink what fantastic tales
I've heard about you at eighteen! God! You wereriable bandit!" Jason
said in awe and admiration.



‘True...but you're not eighteen, Jason. You're tyvsix, by my reckoning.’

'I'm just off to see Cornwallis,’ Jason hastilydsainsettled by that fact. 'He
reckons he's got a sweet nag running on Epsom Heatbrrow at two
o'clock.' He slipped out of the study door, shaknmyhead, his handsome
countenance creased in disgust. Love! He sworesigfily beneath his
breath. He'd sooner gamble his life away! At lgamt stood a chance of
winning...

He stalked the marble hallway, his footsteps edahaerily. He'd find
Cornwallis, and a way of pawning him back his giiice pails. A snip at two
hundred pounds...

'How are you settling in here at Beaulieu Gard&asn?"
'Well enough, m'm, thank you.’

From her position seated at the small escritoireth®y window, Rachel
looked at the young man she had summoned to theimgoroom. He stood
before her politely, respectfully. "You have fouthé work environment ...
harmonious?’

'Yes, m'm. Noreen...er...Miss Shaughnessy is \aryith the chores.’

Rachel watched, interestedly, as a ruddiness stéireeyouth's cheeks. 'And
your sister Annie is happy?'

'She likes it here very much, m'm. She and Noreen... she and Miss
Shaughnessy get along right well.'

'‘Noreen has already said Annie works very consicieslty and that she has
some aptitude for sewing. Noreen's sister also ns aacomplished
needle-worker.'



'‘Noreen's mighty proud of Mary's lace work. Be adtounts it's better'n
what some fancy Frenchie can do," Sam boldly reeauon a wide smile.
He grew quiet on noticing his mistress's amuseprs4.

'‘Noreen has cause to be very proud of Mary. | tisimk's probably justified
in her comments, too," Rachel said, realising thierweening Madame
Bouillon's handiwork had obviously come under heaidis critical eye.

Of course, it was heartening to know that her rato®l maidservant was
warming to her new colleagues enough to divulge esamh her family
background. A trenchant look settled on Sam. He quéie a strapping lad
and, if a little immature of countenance, still tpuappealing. Perhaps
Noreen thought so too... Quickly she reigned ingatioping thoughts. "You
are not missing your last position in Berkeley Squthen?’

'‘Not as much as | thought | would, m'm.’

'If 1 recall correctly...were you not driving a gravhen first | saw you? |
believe your vehicle locked wheels with a hacknaly mear Charing Cross?'

‘The jarvey's rig caught on to my uncle's wagoamh®luntly corrected. 'He
were trying to push ahead; wouldn't wait his turthie queue. You told him
so. | thought you were right brave to speak ughét slimy...to his worship
Arthur Goodwin.'

Rachel was aware of the antipathetic sneer indms as he referred to the
magistrate. She gave a little smile. 'Well, thadveers my next question. |
was just about to enquire whether you recalledrtbielent.’

'Oh, I do," Sam said, nodding significantly. 'I'a@ver going to forget it.'

'It has made such an impression, | suppose, begausmet Lord Devane
there. Afterwards, did you seek him out to employ ynd Annie?’

' did," Sam admitted proudly. 'l make no bonesulsaying that | hoped I'd
see him again. | reckoned him a particular genttethat day for helping.
So when | spotted him coming out of a posh housBam hesitated,
remembering the fancy piece who'd been hangin@ drmstneck that night.



He cleared his throat. 'l saw him and said as Wwe'tlonoured and glad to
serve him. | knew Annie 'ud be safe and happy wutth a master. Then he
put us off..." A spontaneous look of disappointmamtugated his features
but he continued jauntily, 'And | was grateful bek the trouble to place us
with such a fine lady as yourself.'

Rachel inclined her blonde head in gracious acoeptaf the compliment,
feeling churlish, for she'd certainly not wantedrthhere at first. Mainly she
was pondering on how she could steer the convers&ti what she really
wanted to discover about tparticular gentleman’You must have become
used to a steady routine in such a grand house.’

Yes, m'm.’

Rachel smiled, took a golden ringlet soft on hexethand twirled it about
her finger. 'The master... Lord Devane... prob&elyt you to a routine... to
coincide with his own. Did he dine at home mostevgs?' she asked with a
casual look about.

'Yes, m'm, | think...'

'‘But you're not sure?"Not really...'

'‘And is he usually to be found at home, for a whaléer dinner?'

'Most evenings, | think... Well, not Wednesdaynblw he would regular go
out quite early on a Wednesday, with his brotharDigvenport, in that flash
curricle.’

'Wednesday... Today's Wednesday,' Rachel remaaetlyf

It is, m'm," Sam concurred, with a searching Itlokt transformed into a
frown.

Rachel recognised his burgeoning conjecture. 'Gdad,glad you are
settled here," she briskly said. 'Although I'm alote to definitely offer you a
permanent position in Hertfordshire—that will n@ecbe agreed with my
father—if it comes about, it seems we will deal Mefjether.’ With a small



smile and a nod she lowered her eyes. 'Thank,Jaon. You may return to
your duties.’

As Rachel heard the door close she squeezed shaeyée Today! If she
was to do it at all, sheustdo it today! Or wait a week. She could not! She
must return home. June's wedding day would soomgdm:n them. Her
mother would be wondering what on earth she wasitaloostay away at
such a vital time.

Connor had had her consent to spend the nighthanth but she had yet to
receive an answer as to where to go and when. Slagined such
clandestine affairs were conducted at isolatedsspot of town: possibly a
hunting lodge, or a cottage or a country inn—foviobsly they could not
cohabit at either of their residences. She now kheW had improper
liaisons, so he would be experienced in arrangisgreet trysts. She was
confident he would think her submission genuivieu want Windrush more
than anything, don't youRe had mocked her. And she had readily agreed.
He thought he had her bested. It would be seenwd®bested when the
game was done! And it seemed it would be done hdnig

She knew the layout of his house now; she knewtbxhow to find his
drawing room, his library, his study from the haly She knew exactly
where the deeds were kept: in a desk, in a draypened with a key that had
a rather pretty Sevres inkstand as a repository.

She knew his butler too. Joseph Walsh knew hehaddseen the Earl pay
her particular attention. Whatever the man thoogthat privately, publicly
he now treated her with the deference due to onki®imaster's close
acquaintances. And the fact that Lord Devhad paid her such particular
attention at the Pembertomstusicaleand again at his own soiree, must lend
a certain authenticity to her story.

When she returned home with the deeds to Windrashaatale that her
former fiance had taken pity on her and presengeavith her inheritance as
a parting qift before he went overseas, who wou&knd it utterly

implausible or incredible? Many distinguished, exgpble people had
witnessed him seek her out and stay with her—inotytis parents. He had
voiced to her aunt Phyllis his intention to be bawKreland very soon;



disposing of Windrush quickly and effortlessly brefdie went might not
seem such odd behaviour in the circumstances.nBanith it in such a
magnanimous, if eccentric, way might not eitherwée rich, he had no use
for it, and as everyone was wont to impress onfham serving lads to her
own papa, he was an honourable generous mand.so say all of usshe
found herself quietly, hysterically chanting in roigr glee. It might be a
simple scheme, but she couldn't see a problemiiiing a success...

'Sweet Jesus! Tell me again exactly what she sHiokéen whispered,
gazing up anxiously into Sam's face. She drew tonorie side in the
kitchen, away from where Vera was rolling pastryafioury table. The
woman was stone deaf, but Noreen knew it was totgrevent this news
being overheard or spread about.

She had never imagined just how important it wquitnle to be, tarrying to

pick up one of the little lad's soldiers from theof in the hallway on the day
Mrs Saunders came for tea with the mistress. At he'd wished she'd
never overheard one word. Now she was gratefuldsheén intrigued

enough after a moment or two to snoop long enoadtear it all.

'Be still,” Sam ordered Noreen, who was jiggingatgdly on the spot. His
callused fingertips soothingly abraded her foredkiiss Meredith wanted
to know when Lord Devane is likely to be gone frbome. 'Course she
didn't say it quite like that. She tried to makée she was more likely to want
to catch him in. As if she might drop by and visih, like...'

'She wants hinout of the house, is what I'm thinking-',,

| could have snatched it up and fled. 1 swear hetec&ame to. Just so he
could thwart me in it..The words reverberated in Noreen's suspicious.mind
Miss Rachel wanted Himself elsewhere sateldn'tthwart her in it! ‘Can |
trust you?' Her anxious eyes scoured Sam's facendMoin her twenty-five
years had ever treated her the way he did, wittsaeland a deference that
made her feel at the same time fragile as glasstyatg as an ox.

'If you need to ask, perhaps you can't,’ he retushertly.



‘There's things you don't know about the mistress that blackhearted
divil.'

'Don't say so about him. He's a good man...’

‘There's things you don't know! Isn't it meself&atd the truth about him
from Miss Rachel's own lips?' she hissed. She tlareWary look at the old
woman still making a pie. 'So, before | tell yoliabout it, what I'm after
finding out—are you man enough for me, Sam Smith? Will you tnust
when | tell you God's own truth? Will you do wha lwanting you to do?
For if she's planning what | think she's planningd & goes wrong... Mother
Mary! It'll ruin things as will never be put righiot for her...not for her
sisters. And Miss June soon to be a bride!"

The silence seemed long, too long. Noreen's pleaeyeg fell from the
strength of consideration in his. She gathereduhé@orm in her trembling
fists and made to sweep proudly past.

His answer came in one unconditional word. 'Yes.'

'Miss Meredith!"

As the elegantly attired blonde woman smiled at &nd inclined her lovely
head in greeting, Joseph Walsh immediately ushleeednto the hallway.
He'd taken a ticking off last time from his master not showing this
woman liberal hospitality and he didn't intend rejpey his mistake by
keeping her waiting any longer on the doorstep.

After that bizarre incident when she'd arrived liogkoddly dishevelled and
belligerent, he had made ite his discreet busitnestiscover a little about
Miss Meredith. Now he knew that this lady and Carfimte had once been
betrothed, and from the way the man acted whemsseabout, Joseph
wouldn't at all be surprised to soon see themcaaiple once more. Thus he
refused to ponder on whether the lady thought siewio test her appeal or
her reputation by again arriving alone and unexgakct her admirer's
residence.



'Lord Devane desires my company,’ Miss Mereditighily, nonchalantly
declared, thus reinstating the butler's nonplussegression. 'Are my
friends, Mr and Mrs Saunders, yet arrived?' sheeddtb Joseph's
amazement.

The butler coughed, struggled admirably for compasiwhy, no, Miss

Meredith. As far as I'm aware they'net...expectedhe ventured. 'Lord

Devane is not.. .er... presently at home..." lether with a finger at his lips
and a deepening frown, as though fretting that kistrhave mistaken or
forgotten some instruction from his employer. A dewil idea occurred to
him, causing an abrupt elevation of his pepperypeyes: perhaps the fault
lay with Lord Devane. A prior arrangement might @aslipped his

lordship's mind. He might have succumbed to routtoepressure from his
stepbrother—and gone carousing as was customatyesnesday. That
thought was given tenability by the fact that, urally, both gentlemen, not
just the younger, were inebriated by six of theklarhen they had quit the
house and sped away in that racing curricle.

Thus Joseph didn't quite know how to tell this lgysoft-eyed woman that
it seemed she'd been stood up because the Eadvain® was too drunk to
remember he'd invited her or her friends to cadistily he reminded himself
that dealing with such trials and tribulations ks Quality felt entitled to

wreak was part and parcel of the duties of anyebwtbrth his salt. With an

air of confidence, he reassured her, 'I'm persubdedight soon return..." In
his mind, Joseph already had volunteered one ofakenen to scour the

likeliest haunts for sight of his master's unmiatak equipage gracing a
seedy kerb.

'Might | wait?' Rachel indicated the hallway chaiiere she had sat before.
That occasion seemed aeons ago, so much had atouthe interim.

'‘But of course! Come along to the rose salon amdl & comfortable chair,’
Joseph told her solicitously. 'That pretty roomaigavourite with Lady
Davenport,’ he politely imparted on leading hea tdoor along the echoing
corridor. 'When Mr and Mrs Saunders arrive | shalle them join you. I'll
fetch some tea...'



'‘No! Please don't trouble yourself, Joseph,’ Rachetl quickly. 'l have not
long ago dined,’ she sweetly added in mitigatiorhéo blunt refusal of
refreshment. If her scheme was to have a charscogss, she needed to be
left alone, not have him rejoin her after an unknomterval.

With a polite bow Joseph was again by the door.itAdosed after his
retreating figure, Rachel gripped at the pink-caskd, gilt-framed chair
behind and stiffly lowered herself into it. For ament nothing registered
other than dazed relief at actually having gotdasin such a flimsy pretext.
She had done it! 'Please don't ever let Josephngetbad trouble for
admitting me," was the next thought that emergeggrlike through her
quivering lips.

Her fingers clenched on the golden chair armsjrgjidiamply. Obliquely

she realised just how much in shock she was. Hant s hammering so
fast and hard beneath her ribs that she was antlagdnlitler hadn't noticed
her quaking and become suspicious enough to exmrsraight away as a
fraud. She put a hand against the satin-coveret lsgreeath a rounded
breast, pressed it as though to forcibly constilagnvibration rocking her
fingers. She breathed deeply to calm herself.

Encouragingly she reminded herself that she miglvetbeen economical
with the facts, but not once had she actually #liile to Joseph to gain
admittance. His masteatid desire her company, the lustful brute, and she
had only enquired whether the Saunders had arrn@dhat she expected
them to do so.

Thank goodness poor Joseph had been too flummoxédab to directly

ask whether she was invited. On the periphery ohkevous exhilaration,
contentment registered: Joseph had unequivocatigpaed her right to be
here. Lord Devane's interest in her, his patronagescommon knowledge.

Suddenly her environment intruded on her thougBtse took a swift,

encompassing look about the perfectly proportiosgdare room. It was
indeed pretty...feminine...with its dusky-pink desmand furnishings and the
thick creamy rug that spilled over the floorboarggpping short of the
wainscoting so that a narrow perimeter of polisivedd was displayed. The
furniture was fashioned from rich red mahoganyntjaiong-legged pieces



that complemented the room's elegance. That wastis¢ admiration she
lavished on her sumptuous surroundings.

All her intelligence was then devoted to prepafmghe work in hand. She
would wait a few more minutes; give Joseph Walsahetto go about his
duties before she dared put a foot back into tmedmy. She must perfectly
time her sortie for there would be one chance tmbchieve what she'd set
out to do.

She had chosen her clothing carefully. Her gownaefassombre night-blue
sarsenet, her stole, black lace. She hoped thevsuld soon fully set, for

the duskier it became the less likely she was tspotted darting along the
corridors. Not that she wanted it dim enough fergbrvants to be scurrying
about lighting tapers. Should she be discoverednmg the house, her
audacious escapade must be aborted and her stexeusfes delved into.

She shied away from such a predicament, deterntnesinain positive and
optimistic. She looked at the clock on the wall.ehty minutes past eight. It
was still quite light outside although the last lse@ams had disappeared. In
fact, it was a beautiful early summer evening. Tigtothe open fanlights
she could hear a chorus of blackbirds piping indhgk, sense a balmy air
soft on her skin. For a moment the mesmerising mave: of billowing pink
velvet held her attention.

Sharply rallying her thoughts, she quickly darted af the chair and gained
the door on noiseless feet. She pressed an eartoldise panels. There was
no sound but the fast pump of her own blood deateher. One small hand
slid clammily about the massive brass knob andetessly eased open the
door an inch...then another... then another, shelhad a clear view of the
vestibule and was confident it was vacant.

On the point of slipping through the aperture, shédenly heard footsteps
and male voices. Hastily she* shrank back and mushe door into the
frame until just a gap of an inch or two remained.

Joseph Walsh and a liveried footman were walkinthendirection of the
great doorway as though having emerged from theetsoef the house. The
footman appeared to be listening to Joseph's explgtructions then, with



a final nod, he was on his way out of the housdd8aly Rachel knew why.
Of course! The butler, confused by his master's aalkbnce when he had
guests, would try and find him to alert him to theersight and bring him
home.

Rachel screwed up her lovely face in alarm andpe@sion. Closing the
door fully, she leaned back against it, thinkirlginking...

Logically, it would be some little while before LdbDevane's whereabouts
was located. There was still time. She must simptywithout delay.

Having waited, heart in mouth, the few minutes clleulated it would take
Joseph to disappear towards the kitchens, Raclagh agened the door a
Crack.

She was wrong! Joseph hadn't disappeared at ad.tifhe the sight that
greeted her drained the colour from her face astiaap indrawn breath
grazed her throat. She watched, stunned, throlgmthute opening as the
butler pushed the great door closed having justitsebina new arrival.

Joseph would, of course, know this man, for a shbile ago they had been
work colleagues...

Sam Smith and Joseph Walsh were conversing amasbtizey strolled in
the direction of the rose salon and thus missedntv@ent the door clicked
fully shut.

Rachel waited tensely, straining to anticipate nimement those cracking
footsteps would stop and the door would open. Tiesen tattoo drumming
on marble came closer...closer...then passed, fadey. She remained
perched on the edge of the gilt chair, her fingdesiched on its brocade
seat. She sat statue-like for some minutes, bareithing or thinking; just
expecting to hear the beating feet again as theretamed to confront her.

After several minutes of echoing silence, the farstiety that burrowed into
her numb mind was that Sam Smith might be herelad her to some

disaster or other that had occurred in her absanBeaulieu Gardens. As
her logic stirred, she dismissed it. If that wene tase they would have
entered the room. And, anyway, none of her serdamtsv she was here.



She had deemed it prudent to keep this visit talLDevane's residence
strictly to herself. The fewer people involved lnistnight's work, the better
it must be. A hackney cab had brought her heresaedntended returning
with her booty in the same manner.

Why should Sam Smith not visit his old colleagude™ad made it clear he
enjoyed his time working at this house. He and Ploskoked quite
gregarious, as though they enjoyed a chat. He wdbestaff at Beaulieu
Gardens now, but once Sam's chores were' donkdafay, what remained
of his time was his own to spend where and withiwihe would. It was just
a bizarre coincidence that tonight of all nightsheuld choose to pay a visit
to the house his new mistress was intending to rob.

Rachel's eyes darted to the mahogany clock in dneec. The time was
approaching fifteen minutes to nine. She must neakeove; revive her
courage and carry out her mission, or take the obwavay and slink away
home.

Determinedly, she again approached the door andedp# a crack. She
placed a foot outside, then, muttering in frustmatiwithdrew it almost
immediately as she heard indistinct male voicesishg from somewhere
in the depths of the house. Was she never to befdbts accursed room!
Through the small gap Rachel frowned despairinglyha hallway, but
could see nothing although the commotion seemebetoncreasing in
volume. Other voices were joining the babble, botie and female, until
the whole house seemed a swelling cacophony.

Rachel stood petrified to the spot, a mixture afthgia and curiosity racing
through her as she watched liveried servants cgmgeron the hallway
from all directions. A pair of whispering maidsem& sped past her
fractionally open door, sending a draught to coet feverish skin. In
amongst the voices shouting loudest she recogiietdd Joseph Walsh's
faint Irish intonation and Sam Smith's abrasivekoey.

And then she realised why she could hear her owrasgs protestations
above so many of the others. He was under arréstic8uld see him quite
clearly now, held by two burly footmen with Joseggparently giving him a
good scolding. The middle-aged butler's arms wexeing about, then one



of his hands suddenly formed a fist that was shakenacingly close to
Sam's face.

Rachel opened the door wider, placed a foot out€peckly she slipped
through the aperture, shut the door silently behed cutting off her retreat.

Why on earth were they setting about Sam? wasrgtelfought to penetrate
her daze. Why was nothing ever simple? was thensedde third had her
taking a circumspect look about. Whatever it wam $&d done, he had
quite spectacularly created a diversion that coulg help her...if she chose
to make use of it.

With a deep, inspiriting breath, and one last géaat the mass of black
uniforms milling in the hallway, she flew in the mysite direction.



Chapter Fourteen
'Miss Meredith! I've been searching for you!'

Rachel swiftly stepped back from the open drawest furbing a guilty

impulse to slam it shut. Instinctively she concddlee gun by gripping it in

both hands behind her. On legs that felt bonestsswalked away from the
massive mahogany desk to demurely face Joseph Walsh

Joseph shook his head in regret. 'You have heardwiul commotion and
come to investigate. It is a strange coincidendead that I've discovered
you here, where it started.’

'l...] certainly heard a commotion. It startedis room?' Rachel managed
to casually converse, even though her mind wasigacow as fast as her
heart.

Joseph strode closer to her, an assiduous loo&rsod his frown. 'Little
wonder you were alarmed enough to go exploring. cita®s the rogue has
caused! He tried to escape. But now Weekes and é&rdwo of my
strongest, fittest footmen—have him safely apprdbednYou need not fret
that we still have a criminal on the loose beneatin roof.' Suddenly
Joseph's expression was utter dismay. 'Heavenslitwias yourself, Miss
Meredith, who was good enough to employ Samuel ISimid his sister
when they left here? And | furnished them with sgtdwing characters to
take with them! Lord Devane will be furious, knowihe has introduced to a
friend such felons. Although | can't too hastilysberch the girl's character.
Shemight be honest.'

'What do you mean..felons!" Rachel whispered, although a horrifying
inkling was already in her brain as her eyes dandaidden to the empty
drawer she had so vainly rifled. When she had ptiti@usly slipped into
the room she had realised straight away that songethas amiss. The
drawer was already unlocked and pulled out a htihgy, the key still in the
escutcheon, and all that reposed within was theyfpistol she had stupidly
removed to facilitate her fingers searching the céahe receptacle. Now
she had the weapon still clutched behind her bauk @o chance of
replacing it without arousing Joseph's suspicion.



'‘Samuel Smith has repaid his lordship's kindnessgénerosity in giving
him and his sister honest employment, by returtorrgb him! He wheedled
his way in by saying he wanted to collect a forgotitem of clothing for his
sister. | have to say | was suspicious. We hadcoaie across even one
stocking of Annie's left behind. | thought I'd gilien rope enough to hang
himself. I let him go alone to fetch what he wantédle carefully observing
him. | caught him slipping from the scene of thener concealing his
lordship's possessions.'

Miss Meredith visibly winced and blanched at thave, inducing the butler
to sympathetically say, 'Alas, | can see how tlet &ffected you, ma'am,
and no surprise. You're fretting that perhaps ymun home is no longer
secure. Even as we speak the sister might berfdcyour own valuables.'

'What did he take?'

The sharp query sounded like impertinence but tterapanying sob-like
breath from the lady stirred Joseph's pity. Misgddéh was obviously in
shock, and, with one of the iniquitous brood beméetr own roof, entitled
to know what sort of swag might interest a famitytloeves. 'Smith had in
his pocket legal documents and a gem. A magnifigagt taken from right
there!" A finger shot out to indicate the emptyvdea While his eyes were
trained dramatically on the spot too, Rachel hastitned aside, relieving
her cramped, aching hands of the gun by slingingather reticule.

'Ring?' she croaked once the concealment was adistiexqh

‘A sapphire enclosed with diamonds. Quite wonderfuvas all the man
imparted as though still much in awe of it.

'‘And where are they now? The missing items?' Hetudé was far too
brusque. But controlling her voice or her body seeénbeyond her
capability. She was quivering from head to foote $buld feel her frozen
lips trembling even as the brittle words tumbled. i million fantastic
thoughts seemed to whirl in her head of why Samiveas and why he had
stolen the deeds before she could. Was it posibtehe had also taken a
ring that sounded so very much like the one Cotwaadlr given her on their
betrothal six years agdo®asSam a thief? Had his prime target been the



jewel and he had simply taken the document, tocale it was to hand?
How could she feel righteous? What depths hadshlet® in her obsessive
need to get what she wanted, if not common thié/étgd Sam left the
document behindshewould have attempted to smuggle it from the room.
Farcically, she instead found herself forced torappate his lordship's
weapon.

Her answer came simply, wandering into her storhgughts to becalm
them. Sam was not a thief...he was her guardiaalaBgddenly she knew,
almost certainly, that he had done it for herprmtect her. Somehow he had
discovered her plan and valiantly tried to saveften her own scheming.

At that moment an agitated maidservant burst iaydrg the attention of
both the room's occupants. The girl's saucer-roeyes gawked at her
superior before she allowed herself some slidingkpeat the beautiful
stranger with him. 'Pardon me, Mr Walsh, but Mr W& says as the
constable is arrived and that the magistrate isimgtoo, fast behind him.’

Joseph nodded at the girl and with a sketchedycstie was gone in an
excited rustle of black and white cloth.

Joseph held out a reassuring hand to Rachel. 'Thieesauthorities are even
now taking charge. | can see how distraught youMrgs Meredith. But all
will be well, | promise. Lord Devane will soon badk to attend to the
matter. Smith has been caught red-handed* andlmeystinished. The items
you were asking about are quite safe. They arsguurely by as evidence.'
He gave her a kindly look. 'l understand how angigau must be to get
home and check on Annie Smith and your own belaggiiYou need only
say and | shall have one of the footmen immedidtalyyou a cab.’

Rachel's stiff lips stretched in an approximatidnaosmile but she felt
simultaneous tears of forlorn frustration prick bgelids. She had risked all,
yet mean fate had allowed her nothing. All it hashback to her as a finale
to her shambolic scheming was an opportunity td fmi cover like a

whipped dog. She could go and leave Sam strandede,ato face an

inquisition. If she acted now, she might yet ellids, if not deceit.



Soon Connor would be home. On learning of her mesé&ere tonight, he
would know just why her impromptu visit coincidedhvhe attempted theft
of the deeds to Windrush. He would know why shedragenly scampered
off. Would he hound her for aiding and abetting® 8er in a magistrate's
court tomorrow alongside Sam? Or would he simplgptse the lowly
trickster she'd become and let things lie for latkhard proof? Perhaps
knowing her amateurish antics had been so easigrted would be enough
revenge for him.

Her eyes blinked rapidly, clearing away the tedm.fA young man who
hardly knew her had put himself in peril for hekesaShe could not live with
her conscience if she did not at least try to #asdourden on him. She had
no idea how that might be achieved, but she knemnsinst speak to him at
least, free him at best. 'l should like to see Mmpleyee, Samuel Smith,
please, Joseph.' Ignoring Joseph's cautionary IRakhel walked, head
high, to the door of the study.

'You may leave us.'

The constable looked as though he might protest thitk imperious finger
flicked indicating the man remove himself. 'Go. ush confidentially
guestion the accused. | shall call if | have nefegbar assistance.'

With a final peer over his shoulder, the beagl@dea his flat feet along the
hallway to idle with a knot of servants who weri# kiitering, while Joseph
Walsh was busy elsewhere, loath to yet relinquisih awesome diversion.

Sam Smith brashly cocked his head, then his chapmrd and he was
gazing at his wrists and ankles, bound with ropiant of him. He shifted
on the hard wooden chair he'd been forced down wpposite the rose
salon. Lamps were now lit and a beckoning mellousblwas tinting the
space beyond that half-open door. 'Should | be li@tbyou've come in
person to escort me to gaol?' Sam asked with halleeekiness.

'Indeed you should, my good man,' his worship, ért@oodwin, replied.
His voice sounded as silken as the official rolmeshich he swished about.



His head, thatched with mousy hair only at thesides free of the ribbed
judicial wig and appeared a greasy dome beneatfiatieg wall-sconces.
You're keeping me from my supper, from my wellrea repose with my
dear lady wife. But I'm not angry. Oh, no, no. ladgl own to being quite
delighted that we meet under such...auspiciousimistances. Sweet fate
has had a hand in this night's work," he murmucedentedly as he walked
away a little. He turned to amusedly study his eoed prey, savouring how
best to' apply the torment he intended to inflict.

This youth had led him a merry dance in his purstithat angelic-faced
wench. He'd been insulted, sneered at. A membleisahajesty's judiciary,
a man of some wealth and status condescendedite tius slum-scum, yet
they had the brass neck to spurn his patronage!n&ndcew their motives:
to drive up the price of the fragrant miss. Now wigelp would pay! So
would that doe-eyedlemi-viergewhen he finally had her nailed beneath
him... A thick finger wiped a beading of sweat fram bulbous top lip as he
ruminated, on his favourite sport: roughly defloingrpubescent girls.

'l was unexpectedly kept late in sessions and wass fortuitously at the
court house when Weekes arrived with the newsathetSamuel Smith had
been taken red-handed, stealing from the Earl ¥be. Do you know what
my first thought was on walking into this grand db®d | would forgo a
month's worth of dinners and conjugal rights to gee thus: trussed and
branded a thief and, I'll warrant, so veryerykeen to bribe me to be lenient
with you.'

Sam Smith raised his hate-filled eyes to the smirkiasty face thrust close
to his. 'Go straight to hell, you evil bastard.ft ask any favours of you.'

Arthur Goodwin bared his grained teeth in a gr@h,' | think you will.
Because it's up to me now whetlyeuare going straight to hell. You're not
SO young or so stupid as to be unaware of what yoweare now steeped in.
But just in case you are stupid, let me enlighten gs to the details of the
case I've just come from this evening.'

Sam contemptuously turned his head to stare ajagle of servants some
way along the hallway. They gawped right back, iteptheir eyes away
only long enough to nod and whisper words at edlcroHe felt furious at



himself for getting caught. He felt furious at hetfsfor not having given
sufficient consideration to the consequences ofimgetcaught. He felt
ashamed of himself because, for the first timeignlife, since his ma had
died, he'd put another woman before Annie. He'chibenking only of

Noreen when he got himself embroiled in this. Emew, he found himself
thinking of Noreen. He wasn't man enough for her.

He'd failed her. He'd let Annie down too. This sfibeak was about to crow
over just how badly he'd let his young sister down.

‘This evening, just an hour since, | despatchedung man—about your
age, I'd say—to Botany Bay. Nowe's enjoying his supper of bread and
water in custody. Tomorrow he'll be on his way e @f the prison hulks.
Have you heard of the hospitality they offer?délpleased to educate you as
to what you can expect on even the best of thosdlowing sewers. Shall |
acquaint you with that young man's crime?' He waldlese to where Sam
fidgeted on the chair and circled round him. A &éngnd thumb came out,
fondling one of his ears before viciously twistitige cartilage. Arthur
Goodwin bent his mean lips close to where his fiageavaged. 'First |
would like to know something. How is that swedlditsister of yours?' He
tightened his grip. 'Come, tell me how my lovelyma does. | can't hear
you...'

Just a small whimper bubbled from Sam's comprelgsga@s his torturer's
fingernails nipped into his skin.

‘That young clerk—soon to be enduring a living Heahilst awaiting his
time to sail away to a different underworld—embedzh thousand pounds
from his master during his time as his clerk." Artoodwin shot a look at
where the exhibits of Sam's crime lay on a tabtesay the sapphire alone is
worth more than two thousand. The theft of valualdeuments has yet to
be added to the sum. How areur sea-legs? Or perhaps | might choose to
have you dance the Newgate jig. What will tendeni@rbargain with, do
you think, to save your neck being stretched?"

Sam Smith ripped himself from the magistrate's grig lurched to his feet,
sending the man reeling back a few paces. His clatered on to its back.
Sam followed: forgetting that his feet were cufféd, overbalanced. From



his position, sprawled at the corrupt justice's,fee spat up at him, 'She's
safe from you. She's where you won't get youryifpaws on her.’

‘Samuel? Are you hurt?'

Sam Smith and his worship, Arthur Goodwin, whippedund startled
countenances as they heard that soft, urgent call.

Sam pushed up on to an elbow then wobbled his wdyst feet. 'I'm well
enough, m'm," he said gruffly, unable to meet REskge, or that of Joseph
Walsh as he hurried after her slender figure mgtiilong the corridor.

'l wish to speak privately to my servant,” Racheisb out breathlessly to
Arthur Goodwin. She turned to Joseph, puffing upibe her. 'Unbind
Samuel's feet, please, Joseph, so he might move easily to the rose
salon.’

'l don't think that's wise, Miss Meredith," Joseeimtured as though talking
to a peevish child. 'Come, | shall have one oftleemen hail you a cab. Itis
time, surely, you were safely away home. The megswill be giving this
rogue a thorough scolding, to add to the one heived from me. You need
not fret he will go hence without reprimand.’

Arthur Goodwin plumped out his chest beneath hieso keen to keep in
evidence his authority over the prisoner. 'Indseagyou are correct. Now, it
is time to remove the villain into proper custotlyatson!" he barked at the
beagle, whilst running an assessing eye over Raloéthat she interested
him in the way Annie Smith did. He supposed she pvatty enough;

but too old and far too sure of herself to perkhglecherous bully in him.
What kept his sly eyes trained on her was thaehballed seeing her before.
She'd been immodestly pert then too.

She'd had far too much to say for herself on therdon the hackney he'd
hired had locked wheels with the dray Smith hadnbdgeving. In his
opinion, what she'd needed then was a man to slagdwn. Just as she did
now. Perhaps Devane was the man applying for the he inwardly
smirked. He recalled the way the Irishman had seddasxinated by her. If



they weren't well acquainted before that incidérey obviously were now.
The lady seemed quite at ease here, giving herrde

But what might she be doing in his lordship's houshis absence, and with
apparently no chaperon present? And she had sdithényouth was one of
herservants? So the Smiths had left the Earl's employ.

Arthur Goodwin had a devious detective's mind.ated to an unlikely
conclusion, but one he nevertheless very much likedd she been
distracting Joseph Walsh whilst her man was robthiedghouse? With a very
thoughtful purse to his lips he strode over to exanthe recovered booty
lying on a table. 'Are you acquainted with a propé&nown as Windrush,
Miss Meredith?'

'Yes,"' Rachel returned tartly before turning héergton to Joseph. 'Please
free Samuel's feet or | shall do it myself.'

With a sigh, Joseph bent to untie the knots.

‘This is most irregular! Just a moment, Miss Meild@tiRachel heard the
magistrate remonstrate as she ushered Samuel whthpretty pink room.

She turned in the doorway to bar his fat body Wwethwillowy figure. 'lwill
have five minutes alone with my servant." She cdbe door in his ugly,
sweating face.

Once within the room, Rachel looked soulfully atrG&le avoided her gaze,
making her despairingly throw back her head andkbhot-eyed at the
ceiling. 'Did you mean to steal those deeds, Sah#&burst out.

Yes, m'm.’

'‘And the sapphire ring, too?'

‘No!*



Sam looked directly at Rachel. 'I'd no inkling agrwas tied to the ribbon
round the papers and that's the honest truth.ri yweshed underneath it in
the drawer. | just snatched up the scroll and.tan..

'"Why?'
'Get out of there as fast as | could.'

Rachel gave a sobbing laugh. 'No. Why did you speglers that are
worthless to you?'

‘They're not worthless to you.'

"You did it for me?"

'No, m'm," Sam said quietly, incurably honest. 'Roreen.’
"You stole the deeds to Windrush for Noreen?"

After a silent moment of inner turmoil, Sam burst,dNoreen overheard
you telling your friend about Lord Devane wantingnaan revenge on you.
She guessed from what you said that you meantue back the deeds to
your home by fair means or foul. | told her whental&ed this morning you
seemed keen to know when his lordship was likelyet@ut. So we hatched
a plot, then waited to see if we guessed rightimking you might try to slip
away and come here. Noreen said | must get togbdgdafore you did; she's
awful scared over consequences for your whole farhfbllowed you and
hid in the street. | clocked one of the footmeRita] to Joseph by the door,
so | hopped up the front steps all casual, as thdwugere just passing, like,
and thought to stop by to fetch Annie's shift. pbs&/alsh told me his
lordship was out, so | knew there was only oneaeashy you'd worked
your way in.' He paused to rub at the bridge ofrfuse. 'l got to his study
quick as | could to save you getting there firsbréén told me where the
deeds was kept. She overheard you telling youndrteat too.' He blushed,
shuffled his feet. 'Noreen wasn't eavesdropping,ostly stopped to pick up
the little boy's toy in the corridor and heard tsrsaid about Lord Devane as
are hard to believe." He shook his head in sadlgeéty 'His lordship's
always been good to me, and Annie. That tradingcgi®ut there wants to



ruin Annie, you see. He'd love to see me out ofthg to have a free run at
her. | told Lord Devane that Goodwin had us cordevéh nowhere to go
and he took us in. And there's no truth...justespih them rumours that he
did it out of lechery. He's never laid a fingerAmnie.' He sighed. 'Noreen's
told me about your sister Isabel,- too. She toldewerything...'

'Everything...?' Rachel echoed.

'Yes, m'm. And that's why | did it. You see, | urstand more'n any man the
miseries caused by rich gents as won't never takerran answer. Goodwin
'ud see me swing, then leave Annie with her belgls, and she not yet
fifteen. Men like that make me sick, for there'smi of willing women for
those with their wallets bulging too..." He reddagain at his coarseness. 'l
got to ask this, Miss Meredith: Noreen's said iftamg happens to me over
this, she'll look after Apnie. You'll keep them batn, won't you?"

Before Rachel could conquer the lump in her thsodficiently to allay his

fears on that score, the door sharply opened, rgg&am gasp nervously.
Flowing robes breezed in, then Goodwin's portlyurfeg emerged, with
Joseph Walsh close behind. This was it, then, Ssaised. He was to be
taken away, perhaps never to see Annie or Noregin.dde knew he would
face a noose or transportation. Within days he tnigh gone. With a
stricken look, he realised the gallows might befgrable to that living hell

the trading justice had described. He'd heard asdlfloating prisons and
knew that Goodwin hadn't exaggerated the vile dard on the hulks.
Suddenly he felt so very young and wished he'd seere years than
seventeen.

"You have had your five minutes, Miss Meredith—isittime to take the
guilty party away.'

Rachel tilted her chin as she said clearly, '‘Butweenot yet ready to leave.

Joseph's chin dropped on to his chest and as lyadfgested her meaning,
he visibly wilted, looking as though he might cpliz.

Arthur Goodwin simply smiled. 'How unnecessarilybst of you, my dear.
You would have got away with it. Although, | mustinait 1 had my



suspicions. A strange coincidence indeed, | thqughas your presence here
at the very moment one of your servants infiltratespilfer goods of
so...obscure a value. A petty thief might take ring, although any fool
would know such a memorable piece would be diffituipawn. The deeds
would be of no use to him whatsoever. Then | thoughppose the villain
didn't realise the ring was attached to the samd simply grabbed it up and
fled? | have been racking my brain over it all &sdem to recall gossip that
the Earl of Devane recently won an estate in Hedtfloire at cards. | would
hazard a guess that estate is Windrush and thaegale there? Also, where
are these friends of yours, the Saunders? YouMbl#Valsh they would
soon be arriving. Would you say they are yet del@idmm?' The jibe was
accompanied by a leering smile. 'Let's away befanal Devane arrives
home. | doubt that upstanding gentleman will wanbé bothered with the
likes of you two...

'He already is bothered, Goodwin..." a voice dravitem the doorway.

The stunned silence in the rose salon seemed imaie. Connor was
positioned in between the wide door frames, in @bstance with feet apart
and one hand thrust deep into his breeches podketsieck of his shirt was
gaping where at some time during the evening hikaleth looked to have
been rudely removed. An elegant charcoal tailc@et pegged carelessly on
a finger over one shoulder. His complexion had t¢lmawn pallor of
prolonged overindulgence and his eyes looked asgthat any time they
could fully close. In short, theupstanding gentlemarlooked the
embodiment of a dissolute aristocrat.

Connor glanced over his shoulder into the hallwely he drew his hand
from his pocket, to plant it on the door frame. Wha then said proved he
was drunk, yet still alert to proceedings. 'Josepm] overstaffed?' he softly
slurred.

Joseph Walsh goggled at him, unable to speak ajthbis lips did move.

His lordship's dark brows arched quizzically. 'AR he enquired with
dangerous ennui.

'l don't think so, my lord," Joseph finally forcedt.



'Pray, tell me then why | have just encounteredeast seven servants
looking for all the world as though they have daatirto do but stare at me?
Should they be abed then, is that it?"

Joseph swallowed, shuffled. 'I'll...er...see tarthshall 1?"

'Do that," Connor advised with a significant snsatlile. 'See to them before
| do and put you out of a job as well.’

Joseph hastened for the door, taking one lastrfated peer at the people
frozen in a tableau in the cosy room. Connor alkb\en to pass into the
corridor by turning a powerful shoulder, then wéthveary push away from
the frame he was walking into the room. His lonwdkd eyes levelled on
Arthur Goodwin.

Look at me, Rachel pleaded silently. Please lookeatHe obeyed her silent
summons and eyes as crude and hard as flint-sbvadead her in an insolent
head to toe summary. Oh, my God! No! Hessy drunk andunbelievably
angry, she inwardly wailed.

Arthur Goodwin stepped forward, bowed preciselsn afraid that mischief
has been done tonight in your absence, my lord.tBeitstolen items are
recovered and the perpetrators must be dealt with.’

'Sure...and they will be. By me.’

‘A crime...a theft has been committed, it must baltdwith by the proper
offices, my lord..." Connor was informed in a s@agf) unctuous tone.

'What's been stolen?"

Arthur Goodwin bustled officiously for the door areturned in a trice with
the deeds and ring still attached. He presented tb&Connor, together with
a clearer view of his shiny balding pate as he labhe. 'This was found in
that villain's possession. He attempted to fightiay free and escape with
them. Your butler witnessed the whole business.’



'It's my fault...my doing. Samuel was simply heegduse of me..." Rachel's
voice quavered but she kept her chin high as sfi@ctmngly met Connor's
stare, waiting for his disgust. For a missed heattlshe thought he might
simply turn and walk away, hand her over to thenfiatgistrate after all.
Although her proud, frightened eyes remained erguldy his, she was
obliquely aware that his stepbrother, Jason, hsidspuntered into the room
to prop himself negligently against a wall.

One end of the scroll beat a soft, slow tattooaa broad palm as Connor
strolled towards her. Despite herself Rachel fosimel could no longer meet
his eyes. The closer he came the weaker she fetailfogance she needed
to keep her strong was draining away; shame wampwag her, cowing
her. She was base and cowardly. Had she adhetéitdargain he would
have given her those papers...privately, discredilyt she had wanted
everything: the prize, the victory. She'd wantedést him in this hurtful
game they played. She'd wanted to falsely win beeate'd ' lost what she
really wanted...him.

Now everything was gone, including her family'suggion and June soon
to be wed. Obliquely her dazed mind understoodntiagnitude of that,
obliquely, too, she realised it would be tomorrasidrse the full horror of it
properly sank in. The humiliation of defeat musstfibe dealt with. Her
slender pearly neck bobbed as her throat workedll@wing, swallowing,
as she strove to cope with the impossible. Her gyamed shut; still a tear
escaped to hover on her lashes before, in a brislement, she averted her
face and swept it away.

Connor arrested the hand as it made to returnrtsitde, curled her fingers
about the deeds, then brushed a kiss on a cook cheegesture that was
almost obeisance.

'‘No crime has been committed. You're wasting youoe there, Goodwin.'

Rachel sensed the warm alcoholic breath stir tivectese to her ear. Dewy
eyes slanted up at him through her lashes therkiguicached away from

the sardonic humour, the promise of retaliation sbad there. She'd
prodded the tiger in him into life. This was whhe'sl wanted, wasn't it? A



man who would meet her provocation with a pass®eduldn't...wouldn't
control.

'l find that hard to believe, my lord," Arthur Gowid protested with a

frantic, possessive peer at Sam Smith. Alreadyehees] his sadistic grip on
the boy and his sister being loosened. The yoinbipient joyous smile

made him blurt out angrily, 'She admitted involveinia the crime.’

'She? Do you mean my future wife?' Connor turnateal-eyed quizzical
look on the magistrate. 'And what do you find herdelieve? My word?
Are you calling me a liar? | shall explain mysetice only: | have just
presented my bride-to-be with her wedding giftsvidbsly she's been a
mite impatient and came to collect them hersedhduld have guessed she
would...the minx.'

Sam's smile blossomed until he had to prevent &aguby thrusting his
cuffed hands against his teeth. Connor arrowedeatining look his way,
and the youth quickly examined the floor.

'I'm sorry you were brought here on a fool's erra@dodwin. Waste no
more time, get away home." When that command brtonghmmediate

response, other than the magistrate's skin to bimamoon, Connor added
on an icy stare, 'l should like to be private witly future wife. As the

servants seem to have taken an unofficial holidayyld you show his

worship out, please, Jason?'

Jason Davenport took one decisive, if tipsy, sbeyatds Arthur Goodwin. It

was enough to have the man, hands balled at les sioimping towards the
door. A malevolent glare, replete with frustratiomas launched at Sam
Smith. Sam responded by making a very lewd gestitie both fists that

transformed into a prayerlike steeple as his sawstanted him a warning
look.

'I'll deal with you another time. Get along hont&nnor told the grinning
youth who, losing no time, skipped obediently foz tloor.

Rachel moved that way too; much as she knew shé¢ apadogise, beg
forgiveness, make known her gratitude, and a miliither humbling things,



she couldn't. Not while he was in this mood, notievhe was so intoxicated
that she could detect an aura of sweetish incams@ating from him.

She'd barely managed a stealthy step when heeriest by taking her face
in a firm, punishing hand. 'Not you, sweet. Yowsdtare so | can deal with
you now.' Her chin was released in a flick and tiveith a surprisingly fast

and steady stride, Connor was at the door. He dlbskeaned back against
it and surveyed her, unsmiling.

"You mustn't punish Sam; he did it for me...andééor, my maid. They've
become close..." When that elicited no response,béiirted out the next
thing that came into her head. 'l sent you a lety@u didn't reply." Stupid,
stupid, she castigated herself. What a stupid stbgeintroduce while he
was like this...

Her papa would get drunk and be either too jowiaibbo maudlin. She had
never been sure how to approach him when undentiibence of alcohol.
He could be sulky or bellow; he might badger theifp to play at silly
games and tricks. So she would simply take her em@tladvice: stay out of
your father's way until he is again himself. Herthas was an intelligent
woman. ‘Might we speak of this tomorrow...please?’

A hard sardonic smile was all that denied her pokiquest.

'Did you want me to reply to your letter?' Connoggested in a voice that
Rachel was sure sounded yet more slurred.

‘Yes...no..."
'‘Well, which is it, my dear? Yes or no?'

‘This is a nice room. But rather...feminine andjifiain shade and design. |
imagine that is why your mother likes it. Josepyss#s her favourite." She
had walked away as he advanced, moved to examdsngy demi-lune
table inlaid with boxwood. She placed down the deaxd her fingertips
brushed its satiny surface.



Connor moved to a different table. Finding a glagsremoved the stopper
from the decanter.

'What are you doing?' Rachel gasped, horrified.
'Pouring a drink.’
'‘But...you must not! You're drunk already!

He laughed; laughed in a harsh, guttural way. Sidwel turned to face her,
holding the glass and decanter out appealingly.fae Rachel. Are you
going to allow me anything? | mustn't punish Samit®m mustn't have
what | fairly won from your father, | mustn't harey wedding night... Now
you're telling me | mustn't have a drink either?"

Rachel moistened her lips, wishing desperatelyshtl be away from him,
just till he was himself again. Just till he waatthne honourable gentleman
she'd rejected. Yet oddly she desired being climskim too. She wanted to
go to him, comfort him, put her arms about him haldl him, for despite his
dark irony she could sense his pain...pain shechaded him six years ago
that still festered and tormented him.

'‘Choose one,' he said with a menacing softnesshvkiiied her empathy.
'‘Choose one thing | can have or I'll choose. Cawegt, tell me what | am
allowed...'

'I'm not speaking to you when you're drunk," Racjualvered.

He smiled a devilishly contented smile. 'My chadice. Something we can
do that needs no conversation.' The decanter asd glere returned to the
table and his jacket, still slung over a shouldexs abruptly discarded on to
a chair. He turned and walked towards her with sleliberation.

Rachel backed into the demi-lune table, and fatftmgotten pistol within

her reticule bump against her' leg. She broughbtiiky bag closer to her
where it was easily accessible. 'You're being,slllgnnor." She had meant
the reprimand to sound authoritative but it butgttbrough chattering teeth.
She carefully positioned herself behind the daattgir she'd sat on earlier.



'Stay where you are or I'll scream. If | do scredaseph Walsh will come to
my assistance. It will simply cause more upsetgiohand you will not want
that,' she sensibly explained as though talking fi@actious child.

'Scream, then. After tonight's escapade, Joseplbeves deaf as the rest of
the household. You deserve punishment and théyalk it.'

Rachel stepped sideways, put a pink-and-creanedtspfa between them.
She lifted her chin, her anger dominating her frigiell, think of your
dignity and sophistication then, sir,’ she whippédiim icily. 'Did you not
once tell me how bored you had become with formgatgainst chairs and
walls?' That did bring him to a halt. Rachel watthes raven head tip back,
his white teeth displayed in a velvety laugh. Hegjol blue eyes levelled at
her from between a mesh of dusky lashes. 'We'll theetable. I've no
objection to that. Besides, I'm drunk, Rachel, @s gghtly perceived. My
dignity and sophistication have suffered alreadydlbt. Why worry now?'
he taunted softly.

Rachel pivoted away from him so fast that her goltair flagged out
behind her. Slowly she turned to face him, her lipvace flushed as she
raised the gun in two white, unsteady hands anelleVit at his head.



Chapter Fifteen
Are you going to shoot me, Rachel?’

His easy drawl let Rachel know he deemed it higinlykely she'd find the
courage.

Her tongue tip darted to moisten her lips and haksg hands tightened on
the silver-inlaid grip. 'Are you going to force neeit? If you're sensible and
let me go now, | shall meet you tomorrow, when yoe lucid and more
yourself. | realise there is much that is vital aeeds to be aired...much that
| must say to you. Will apologise then...l swear.’

'‘Something vital occurs to me that ought to bedamew. May | say it?"
Rachel nodded jerkily, trying to ignore his amusedgcking tone.
'Is it loaded?'

A jerk of his dark head indicated the gun and kgdstshe looked at it too. 'l
don't know,' she admitted, too honest. 'lt's yoeapon. | found it in your
desk drawer. Dontouknow if it's loaded?'

'l confess | ought to. I'll guess it's not. Thafegou shoot me, it'll be my
fault,” he reasoned softly as he approached.

Rachel steadied the pistol with both hands, briggirup and extending it
threateningly. She backed away to the wall, twgédns crossed in position,
hovering on the trigger.

"You think my memory is suspect along with my cloteg Rachel? Pull the
trigger, then. It's the only sure way to find olithe flimsy cabriole-legged
settee was sent skidding sideways on its castora bgoted foot. Her
protection was reduced to the slender barrel offlthdock and the slow
tears that dripped down her cheeks.

Connor put up dark fingers, curled them about thevesing muzzle,
stabilising it as easily as once he had steadigckery she couldn't control.



Rachel removed her hands, relinquishing the weapdnm, and covered
her wet face. 'lt isn't loaded...is it?"

'Let's find out...'

The deafening report had her muffling a shriek j@nking against the wall.
Her fingers slid from her face to cover her ringeags. Cordite clung acridly
in her nostrils. Stupefied, her wide eyes flickedGonnor's critical gaze,
followed it to the magnificent chandelier. One danthd been reduced to a
smoking stump. The rainbow light was pendulatingrarctingly and thus
dodged danger as a clump of ornate plaster suddetdghed itself from the
ceiling and landed with a dusty thud on the carpet.

She barely twitched. 'Were you aiming for that jgatar candle?' she asked
almost normally, but for a hoarseness stealingnaelérom her voice.

'No. Just its flame."

Rachel looked at him and he looked back. He snaitdter, really smiled at
her, and with a lazy lob the gun bounced on ts#e of the striped settee. 'l
could do it clear-headed,' he boasted impishly.afkdand rose to cradle
her chin, slid to a cold shivering cheek, strokaivgay the wet with infinite
tenderness. 'I'm permanently afflicted with theegiof a misspent youth, |
fear. It's one of the reasons | never introduced §® my too-truthful
grandfather. He would have felt it his duty to telu so. And | was scared
you'd leave me...'

The door opened and Joseph, eyes wide and swiyehlavered uncertainly
in the doorway. Connor moved away from Rachel dedaged enquiring
eyebrows at his startled butler.

'Pardon me, my lord; | thought | heard an explosigke a gunshot...'

'Yes, you did. Miss Meredith finds the rose salomigée too feminine in
style. We're adding a few masculine touches... Hhgecarriage brought
round,' he tacked incongruously on to the end a®hected his jacket from
the chair and shrugged, superbly nonchalant, into i



After a comically aghast look, Joseph roused hifrsgugh to scoot away
to do his master's bidding.

Connor stared at the vacant doorway before seriRiepel a sideways look.
'If I've terrified you, I'm sorry. | was about td@l didn't mean to...but that
would be a lie. | think | did, at first..." He ga@ewry, private smile. 'But
you'll be relieved to know I'm more myself now.' Haused, looked up at
the ceiling as though contemplating the damage.

"You seem to have sobered up somewhat;' Rachaireehsoftly.

'‘Army training. The sight of a weapon pointing ene/ay, the sound of
gunshot, can usually be relied on to restore thelfi@s to a soldier.’

He started to speak, stopped, and his dark fingeched at the tension
between his eyes. 'Come, I'll take you home," &iedtquietly.

Several times on the short journey through theettro Beaulieu Gardens,
Rachel had glanced at Connor, hoping to engageirhiconversation. He
had seemed to deliberately avoid her eye. He lainghe corner opposite,
gazing impassively out into the dusk. She guessed be approaching
midnight and the streets seemed unusually quiet.night watchman
shouting, no vagabonds darting to the coach tgdmand beg for pennies,
few other vehicles rattling alongside to conveyetirs home.

She lifted a corner of the leather blind that bextker view from her side of
the coach and glimpsed familiar landmarks. Withimiaute or two she
would be home. He would stop the coach and setdwen and she knew she
would never see him again.

She had meant what she'd said about meeting hirartom so she could
properly apologise and thank him and so many dtmags, but he would
avoid doing so. She knew that as simply as shekhadn Sam Smith had
risked his life to protect her and to safeguardfaenily’'s reputation.



The "carriage was slowing; Connor seemed to stirskif as though just
realising they had reached their destination.

Rachel folded her hands on her lap, looked at éa&utiful, carved profile
through the sombre interior. 'Shall | see you tamef' she asked, although
she already knew the answer.

‘No.

She nodded, bit down on her lip. Despite knowin@ighe proposed was
highly improper, she said huskily, 'Would you comevith me so | might
say what | must?"

‘No.'

She swallowed, blinked at her fingers strainingaatdly in her lap. ‘May |
delay you a few moments then and say it now? Pkase

Connor looked at her at last, but she couldn'hseeyes and she wanted to.
She so wanted to see the look in his eyes, biiabéswas hidden in shadow.

'What do you want to tell me, Rachel? That youneysand ashamed and
grateful? | know that.' He leaned forward, restiscefbows on his knees and
speared five fingers through his raven's-wing hint helps salve your
conscience, | feel that way too. I'm sorry | on@nted to hide from you my
past. I'm ashamed | wanted to coerce you to slegpme, and I'm grateful
you brought me to my senses by pulling a gun orbefere | did something
neither of us would have ever got over. Go home hGme tomorrow to
Windrush and your parents...'

'Windrush belongs to you.'
'l gave it to you. | gave you the deeds in frontmithesses. | don't want it.’
'l can't take them,' she gasped on a suppressed $efb them behind on

your table.' She fumbled for the door handle, wanto be gone before she
was dismissed.



"You wanted Windrush so badly you were preparegtkogaol. Now you've
suddenly given up on it? What about Isabel andsbef

Rachel swivelled back on the seat, a frantic hamigisg tears from her
eyes. 'What? What did you say?"

You heard what | said, Rachel. | think you wanféehdrush as a refuge for
Isabel and her son. Did you?"

Rachel felt her heart slowly pounding in dread. &#wless she answered
simply, 'Yes. After June and then Sylvie were neatrisome time in the
future, when there was no more need to bow anghedmsociety's idea of
etiquette, when my parents were lost to me and m® left but me to
please...l thought it would be so nice to havedsabme...and my nephew.
| know it might never be, but still | dream of braetimes..." The silence
lengthened and she added softly, 'My aunt Florewet in good health, she
is quite old now and almost blind and Isabel hasm® else in York. She's
twenty-four and lives almost as a recluse, but negenplains.' Her golden
head bowed beneath the pain. 'She never comphlilhs. told you? My
father?'

'‘No. William Pemberton came to see me today, hapasgreturned from
visiting your sister in Hertfordshire. He thoughgHould know.’

Rachel's head dropped further towards her hangse tdld William? She
should not have. Not yet.'

'She shouldhot have? They're soon to be man and wife but sheldimot
have? She should have kept her secrets and risktetyllies and deceit taint
their lives as | let it ruin ours?"

Rachel snapped her head up to look at him, baegliyng his face behind the
blur. 'It...it was a private matter. Just for faynihnd we've not lied; we've
let others draw their own conclusions about Isalzddsence. We're guilty of
failing to correct conjecture, nothing more.'

'l thought my past was just for the family to kndimvas to be kept private
that I'd been a wild hedonist who'd challengedldarey man to a duel over



his wife: a woman | lusted after but had no rigbt You sensed that
something about me was bad. You were right to bg wad reject me. And
you couldn't have foreseen your sister being vealan York.'

'She says she was willing. Had she been forceank tmy parents might

have been more able to bear the shame.' She sleodiead in despair at
that. 'As it is they would rather join strangersiglieving her dead. There
wasan outbreak of scarletina in York; neither of wswll but we remained

guarantined for some time to be sure we would rnaglihe infection home.

By the time it seemed safe to travel Isabel kneewshs pregnant, although
she would divulge none of the circumstances, eeeme, and we were

always close. It was assumed she'd not returndd mé to Hertfordshire

because she'd succumbed to the disease. When titbsnpassed and still
no sign of her, and her pictures were put away pmaghle saw how mention
of her made us all cry..." Rachel's voice tremlohed silence. She stared at
her clasped fingers, knowing she must alight anthgwow, for she'd said

far too much. But what was she betraying? He krievessence of their
secret. Why shouldn't she tell all to this man whzeen a catalyst to the
disaster? The temptation to share those six yeandebed with Isabel's

shame and isolation was overwhelming.

'Sylvie thinks that her sister is dead. She way e then, too young to
understand; now she's twelve but my mother wolh'hée. She fears she is
too immature, too forthright to be trusted to kéep confidence. She might
jeopardise her future happiness and security withireguarded word. The
Saunders don't know either. June and | were fodriday my parents to
speak of it, even to close friends. The decepsamow too well entrenched
in history to be remedied. My parents are in anuapfedicament. They
love Isabel still, but with three other girls tdttes what are they to do but
discreetly give her financial help? If our disgréd@Eame public knowledge,
there would be no weddings and no respite from ey four spinster
daughters. Isabel understands all that and refexseis to move closer to
Hertfordshire in case the scandal is uncoveredsaedlights us all. Yet it
was | who did that. My selfish folly at nineteersi@used untold suffering
to so many.' Rachel blinked rapidly at the leatiigrd at the window, lifted
a corner to stare blearily at her home. 'l...1 tombw why William has told
you," she suddenly said. 'l pray he tells no ose.&hould his mother hear a
whisper of it..." Rachel's voice cracked on imaggnihe chaos that would
ensue. 'l trust | can count on your...on your—'



'Decency? Discretion?’

Rachel caught sight of a brief flash of white ie ttoach's murky interior.
His mordant tone betrayed the smile as sarcadtibeg you to say nothing,
if need be," she informed him quietly, proudly.

'l know you considemea villain, Rachel, but | was under the impression
William has always found favour with you. Would bBuan upright character
have told me if he suspected | might repeat it?'

'l can't imagine why he told you.'

‘Well, I'll tell you why: he was warning me thanify dealings with you over
Windrush resulted in the same sad condition befg@lNiou as has afflicted
Isabel, I'd have him to answer to.’

Rachel's audible gasp made him grunt a laugh. tHadpossibility of a
wedding-night baby not occurred to you, sweethéart?

'Of course | knew of the...the risk. But for Wilimato imagine | might...1
would...'

‘It wasn't your morality he was doubting, it wasngliand my powers of
seduction. Perhaps | should be flattered,” Connglywemarked. 'And you
need not fear his mother will learn anything fromnhHis firm intention is

to marry June and protect you as his sister.’

'He's a fine man. My father should be gratefuldagensecured such a son.'

'I'm sure he shall be.'

'Yes.' After a pregnant pause, Rachel murmuredy Wave put yourself in
an awkward position, sir.'

' have?"

"You implied we were betrothed. You said it in frah witnesses.'



'I'll never ever get engaged again. I've saidithé&tont of withesses, too.'

"You said | was your bride-to-be, you gave me weddjifts. The magistrate
heard. So did Sam and your butler.'

Tl jilt you. What could be better? It'll closke circle.' He jerked backwards
into the squabs. 'I'll gazette a notice that we'tee married at the end of this
week, then publicly jilt you. You'll have an avatdéwe of sympathy, I'll be

despised. We'll be even. It'll cure everything. Yaan take the deeds to
Windrush home with you. It would be the least aableof-promise attorney
would extract and | won't contest it.’

She gazed at him through a mist of dignified teaies. | understand. Thank
you. That should cure everything.'

She had sat a full minute longer with him in thekdanwanted, delaying
him. Quickly she felt for the door handle before swelling hurt in her
chest exploded. She conquered it long enough td, Biou're wrong in
thinking | had an intuition you were wild and thaas why | jilted you. |
swear | never knew. | believed you were honestethital...tediously so.
You played your part well. | ran away because...'

'‘Because...?' he prompted, dulcet yet demanding.

'l hoped you would follow me," Rachel murmured,iray twatery laugh
choking in her throat. 'l thought if you truly lavene you would come and
get me." With that she was out of the coach andingnfor her door.

She banged on the knocker, her body shivering aitQuished sorrow.

Within a moment Sam Smith, buttoning up his waiatcavas peering

through a crack at her. He pushed the door widejteaisly ushered her in

and was closing it when a hand and a booted fagestit so powerfully that

he was sent staggering back a few paces. 'Go td\wed' Connor ordered

the lad. Sam didn't hesitate in obeying. With algubok and a nod he was
gone towards the servants' quarters and Noreeuns selcoming arms.

'Whose servant is he?' Rachel demanded querul@igijng from head to
foot. She self-embraced, chafing at her arms tanataem. 'Yours? Mine?'



'Ours,' he said as he stalked her back againstahedoor.

She turned her head, avoiding those penetratiitegrgig eyes. 'Go away,
Connor, I'm tired. | shall go home tomorrow, I't lout of your way, for
good, | swear.'

'Say that again.’

'I'm going home, tomorrow, | swear," she gaspsghdrto pass him, but he
trapped her with flat palms slamming against thab@r either side of her
head.

‘Not that! Tell me again why you ran away.'
She turned her head, shielding her distress. vidospered out of her.
‘Tell me..." a mellifluous voice threatened.

'l wanted...| wanted you to follow me. | wanted youproperly love me...'
she cried.

'Properly love you?he gritted with such guttural passion that shegad.
'What | felt for you then Rachel, was very proped &od knows | loved
you.' His head lowered as his savagely taut ligareed warm breath against
her neck making her head angle languidly. 'Do yoovkwhat it took to be
so gentle and respectful and restrained when wheally wanted to do
was—' His eyes abruptly closed, his jaw tightenungjl a muscle jerked by
his mouth. 'You drove me mad. | thought I'd go meswith wanting you, yet

| stayed faithful. 1 didn't take a mistress, fegrigou'd suspect me a
philanderer if you learned of her existence. | vaasly tempted,; it was only
you | wanted. For four months | was celibate. Itoared waiting, tolerating
your teasing, your flirting, your provocation.' Amd jerked her averted face
up to his. 'Now you say | didrproperlylove you? I've never loved anyone
more properly in my entire damned life!"

'You loved her...'



'Who? Maria Laviola?' Connor asked, his increduliipged with
amusement.

'No..." Rachel saw genuine incomprehension inyes.eHe had no idea who
she meant. 'The wife of your grandfather's frievidu loved her, surely?"
'Perhaps | did, at first, if | was capable of saolemotion at that time. But it
was hardly proper. Bernadette was married to aeamoéh and satisfied with
her situation until | happened along and coaxeditter a liaison. | was

arrogant, egotistical and covetous of many thifidse fact that she Was
initially reluctant and needed wooing was probadyinducement rather
than a deterrent. To my shame | can still recalifig quite relieved when
my grandfather brought the affair to an abrupt &iter six months, for she'd
become unattractively clinging and possessivetheraa nuisance. Her
husband welcomed her back but | knew, as did sla¢ their life together

was irreparably damaged by scandal and suspicaamdsl and suspicion
that | had caused. | knew all that yet it botherellittle at the time. Within

a month I'd found someone to replace her. | begamrming her letters,

unopened.’

Rachel watched self-disgust curl his lips as hisseghifted to bleakly stare
at the wall. He had his own conscience to salvershlised. Connor Flinte,
a heroic, decorated Major in the Hussars, withatdem and a fortune and
a reputation as an admirable, honourable gentlemas,tormented by a
youthful folly of his own. He had acted as raslaly selfishly in adolescence
as had she. A pale hand tentatively smoothed husrsae expression. The
wonderful sensation of warm abrasive skin beneadln fingertips
emboldened her to slide the hand and comfortingiylle his cheek. He
turned his head so his lips brushed a reciprocatingss on her palm.

'At eighteen | thrived on challenge...confrontatileh been spoiled as a child
by a rogue of a father who knew at thirty-six heuldn't ever be forty. For
three years, from when | was thirteen years oldthadohysician told him
his lungs were too badly inflamed to cure, untivds approaching my
sixteenth birthday, and he died, he tried to gieeanifetime's affection and
attention. He indulged me with too much money, redled my excesses;
praised them sometimes. He instructed me in theswéyhe world and its
baser pleasures, led me to believe anything iml#e attainable if you were
prepared to grasp every opportunity and live fertfoment. And he told me



constantly that | was like him. And | am, aren'H@ abducted the woman he
wanted; | would have coerced you into bed. Galldrd@rmers, the Flinte
men..." he remarked satirically. 'Blood will ousuppose...

'Despite his failings he was a charismatic charatteved him. So did my
mother; she adored him, despite knowing of his weag& for women and
riotous living. He idolised her, too; she was théyavoman that mattered in
his life, the only one who could to any degree oaritim.’ He stole a look at
Rachel. Her wide-eyed, rapt attention was all th@aragement he needed
to continue enlightening her about his early life.

‘After the business with Bernadette, | enjoyed aryer so more of
debauchery before army discipline and my grandfahguiet homilies
tempered my licentiousness. Throughout my wild ouy grandfather had
persevered in bestowing on me his wisdom. Despifebest efforts to
ignore such worthy education, it had rooted in mgdnand maturity had
helped me to appreciate it. When a brat | thoughtdn sanctimonious old
miser who'd preach about abstinence and duty. IStoved him. Now |
thank God that his influence on me was as greavassmy father's. He
threatened to kill my father on numerous occasitivgas only my mother's
constant mediation—and her physical presence—tait tkem from each
other's throats. | expect your father might havatdbe same way with me.
He would have joined forces with Pemberton in thagkme down had |
managed to seduce you.'

'l wouldn't have let them near you,' Rachel whisdefNot now | know.'
'What do you know, Rachel? That I'm pitiable?'
'l know you love me. You still love me, don't you?'

He flinched as though she'd scalded him, droppedrms to his sides. 'How
do you know that?' he hoarsely demanded, step ok & few paces.

'Oh...suddenly | just know," she said softly. "éhare those little loving
things you do quite naturally for me, such as kegpne company when I'm
sad and alone, or mopping spilled tea from my skien I'm agitated and
make a mess. You comforted me when | cried fordkalnd intervened



when horrid Pamela Pemberton and my aunt triecetmban to me. Then
there are those important things you do to pratextsuch as stopping those
belligerent men fighting and arguing in my presemten their carriages
got stuck. You saved me from vile Arthur Goodwirddrom gaol by lying
about our relationship. In doing so you have puirgelf in quite a quandary
for, despite saying you will never ever get engaigethe again, you have
implied the reverse is true. Then there's otherswaywhich | can tell you
care: | can see it in your eyes, hear it in youceol'll feel it soon when you
kiss me. | know you love me, Connor. You can't peceéShe laughed softly
as he spun on his heel, as though he might seely .

'l meant what | said. I'll never ever get engaggdira..know that too." His
tone was as poignantly bashful as was his stance.

She smiled a soft, womanly smile of triumph andcee&Neither will 1. But
it doesn't alter the fact that you love me. | knoaw that you took Windrush
from my father simply to prevent that weasel Lorarlldy having it. Had he
won that night, he would have taken our home angemgiven one
moment's thought to the havoc and distress causehlyuts loss. You
immediately granted us a dispensation so June'singglans would not
fall foul of my papa's silly plot. You've returneg Windrush and taken
nothing in its stead...not even your wedding nidirid all this you have
done for me...just for me. Because you love met'té&e cracked on an
emotional sob as she strove to conquer for a feve MTmmments the need to
go to him, to put loving arms about him. There wti$ a little more to say.

"You asked me why I jilted my other fiances anddnd properly answer
you. | couldn't because until now | didn't know relysl couldn't settle for
Philip Moncur, or Mr Featherstone, or any man whasmt as good...as
wonderful as you. | was waiting for you to come lbdcknew in my heart
some day you'd come and get me.' She watched aadatble expression
tauten his lowered face. 'lt doesn't matter that'd/aather stay single,
Connor," she coaxed, wanting him to look at heow8f she approached
him, slid her silken arms up about his neck, pgttier soft feminine curves
boldly against the hard, masculine lines of hisybdtye come close to you,
Connor, and I'm looking at you because | reallgeanat you might answer.
It doesn't matter that you won't marry me. l'llteetfor my wedding
night...again and again. I'll still love you in thorning.'



Connor tilted his head, looked sideways at her. obsided smile
transformed into a choke of laughter then two pssise hands suddenly
girdled her waist. His arms, the turn of his bddgtened "her to him. 'Now,
what are you going to do if | take you up on that?'

Rachel flushed, chuckled, laid her head on his lsleopyabrading her cheek
with his soft wool jacket. 'l visit Isabel every shiaelmas with Noreen
accompanying me to York. She knows the truth alsaltel, for she and her
sister have served us for a very long while. Evieng | see Isabel she seems
more serene. She has her memories, she has h&rwosays she is content.
| should like that: to be serene and content. Itdamd if you make me your
paramour. Just don't go away and leave me, Comriyg you...don't do
that.'.

His face lowered to hers and in a husky, sensual ve repeated, 'And | still
want to know, Rachel...what are you going to dccdll your bluff?’

‘You won't...'

'I'd like to..."

'l know...but you won't...'

' might..."

‘You won't..."

'You're very sure of yourself, and me, Miss Meredi€onnor drawled in a
voice of gravelly velvet. 'That string you've haa mangling on for six
years...did you have it specially forged?' His lgescended, touched hers
with teasing lightness that put her on her togwadract the contact. With a
groan he succumbed to her teasing little kisseinglwarm parted lips to
pay homage to her enthusiastic seduction.

Breathlessly Rachel dropped her head back and dbaikieim from beneath

a fringe of silky lashes. There was one more tisimgwanted to know. 'Did
you love her?'



'Who? Bernadette?'

‘No! The Italian soprano. The shameless lightskitto displays her
underwear in public, and flirts with all the ogliggntlemen, and glares at
me from those odd-shaped black eyes.’

'Oh, her..." Connor said, amused by her bitchindstake it you'd be
disappointed if | said | did?"

Rachel flushed, aware she'd been a mite too obwoluer jealous dislike.

‘No, | didn't love her, Rachel," Connor reassuredtly as he smoothed a
rosy cheek. 'In fact, I'm not sure now | even likezt very much once |
discovered how sly and unscrupulous she could be.’

At Rachel's frown he explained, 'When Sir Percy Korade it his business
to inform her that | had a beautiful new scullergidj she helped the pervert
to instigate a rumour that Annie Smith was beneayiroof in the role of
concubine. Sir Percy was annoyed that Annie had filem the brutal
attention of his son and his household and fourelteshin mine. That
deviant thinks his money can buy any vice he watésapproached me to
buy her back. Presumably, when Maria found out determined | was to
keep Annie, she began fretting that a fourteen-g&hgirl might supplant
her. It was for that reason and others that | slhamé you with that | ended
our relationship. | expect she's already acceptmgfort from Benjamin
Harley, or Sir Percy, and that wouldn't at all wame. She means nothing to
me...nothing at all.'

Rachel had detected the note of disgust in hissvagche spoke of the Italian
woman's mean plotting. She looked up at him ared small contrite voice
said, 'But the Italian woman was much more devtbas me...wasn't she?'

He laughed deep in his throat and stooped to tgnkisis away her fears.
"You're not devious, sweetheart... you're justaub®il schemer...'



Chapter Sixteen
'I've brought you something from London, Papa.'

Edgar Meredith looked at the parchment placed ertable. He put down
his pen, closed the ledger he'd been poring ovef,fiae mottled fingers
covered the slender white digits still settled fighon the deeds to
Windrush.

'l trusted you would, Rachel,"” Edgar said quiellis eyes fixed on the
document. 'l knew you'd get them back, just askymw | gave them away.
We're too alike, you and I, with our plots and glarrisked a lot, but | never
doubted you putting things right. You're a good, grachel; you deserve to
be happy. | should so like to see you truly contéidith a sigh, he enclosed
that one elegant hand in both his square venous briaging it to his lips to

fondly salute her. 'Welcome home, my dear. I'veseusyou.' A laugh and a
little shake of the head preceded, 'We have oualslgjas and our upsets, |
think it will be as well for us to keep apart...buhiss you so much when
you're not here.’

'I've missed you, too, Papa. I've missed you antarend June and Sylvie.'
Rachel smoothed a hand over her father's dry clstedped to lightly kiss

it.

Edgar looked up at her then. Searched her lovelg far the truth as he
interrogated her, 'Do you believe me now when Iteay Connor Flinte is a

good man?

‘Yes, Papa.’

You are friends?'

‘Yes, Papa.'

‘Then it was worth all the heartache, the wondeaingd waiting to discover

how you fared, just to hear you say that. Men chstalibre are scarce, you
see, my love. We must not toss such good frierytglyi aside.' He nodded



to himself and Rachel could see that he was gargéiie courage to probe
further.

'Did he...that is...are you once more engagedashked in a tone that was
poignantly fiat, lacking hope.

'‘No, Papa. Connor will never again be betrothed.wds quite adamant
about that.'

'Well...that's understandable, | suppose. Yesa'tigeat shame for such a
fine gentleman to face a lonely future, nevertrelé€dgar exhaled heavily
in disappointment. With a final pat he rested Hdest daughter's curled
fingers on the leather-topped library table. Pigkup the deeds, he began
rolling the cylinder absently between his palmshdll settle then for you
being friends and expect no more. All | really waahtmy dear, was that you
would not hate him, or think him mean and selfldfoped you would come
together, just the two of you, and have an oppdstun say those private
things, one to the other, that have long needetietcsaid. There was
unfinished business between you. | might not beaasy as | would like,
but | know such loose ends must be tidied lesbatestime they trip one of
you up.'

Rachel smiled at the top of her father's head. I&gan to speak but he
added gravely, 'Lord Devane has returned to usoore, your inheritance.
He need not have been so magnanimous. Even the hnosurable of
gentlemen would think long and hard about relinlguig such a valuable
asset for nothing in return. We are again muchgelblito him.'

'‘Connor is obliged to you, Papa, and wants toyell so. He did desire
something in return: your daughter. He gave thelslée his wife. He gave
them to his Countess as her wedding gift." Ractweldiht her left hand to lay
on top of her father's on the parchment. The magmt sapphire winked
lambent blue fire at him, almost obscuring the galdirclet nestling below
it.

''ve brought you something else, Papa. Somethmgvg long wanted,
more than anything. I've brought you your first sSon



Edgar swivelled in his chair, staring in stunnddrsie at the tall, imposing
man who'd been observing the emotional scene froes@ectful distance.
He choked a small noise of mingling astonishmedtjay. "You are wed?'

‘Yesterday. We married at St Thomas's. A Londondiveyj Mrs Pemberton
would have approved. Fortunately she was not thduest Noreen
Shaughnessy and a man called Samuel Smith witnessededding. It was
quite wonderful," she said huskily with a lingeringving look at her
handsome husband. 'Indeed, the whole day...andt, nighs quite
wonderful.’

Uncaring of the tears that dripped off his nosegd&dstrode to Connor,
unselfconsciously embraced him before pulling baa#k manfully pumping
at his arm. He walked, head high and proud, to dperdoor. 'l must find
you mother at once.' The words bubbled in his thitda was about to quit
the room when he turned about, approached his tlughd, with eyes
squeezed shut, hugged her to him as though he weuwlkt let her go.

Two pairs of blue eyes, one pale, one dark, cloreyged, over Edgar's thin,
quaking shoulder. As the door closed quietly dffeMeredith, a soft Irish
voice murmured, 'l think he's pleased.’

'l think you're right," the man's dutiful wife camnced.

'We need a honeymoon, Rachel. We deserve a loreyhwon. We should
travel...I'll take you anywhere you want...' Hewgjged, grunted a laugh at
his choice of words that put a blush in his bridé'eeks.

‘After June's wedding, | should like to see Irelaadd your estate in
Waterford. | think perhaps one of my sisters migtg that, too...I so hope
she will..."

At Connor's quick glance, she coaxed huskily, 'Welton Manor is a long
way from London and malicious tongues. It's a laray from York, too... A
person could start afresh there...if need be...'

'Have you decided against Windrush as a refugésédorel and her son?"



Rachel walked close to her husband, looking upriatily, pleadingly at

him through a web of luxuriant lashes. Her armsreled his broad neck,
stroked at his nape, at his raven's wing hairmarftovait so long to be with
her again. Visiting York but once a year, for feaore trips might risk
suspicion, is no good. It might be a decade befyteie is wed and Isabel
can come home. I'm happy...so very happy—Ilet meest@ame of it with

her. | owe her so much.’

She knew that his intelligent mind was weighing pinacticalities of such a
move. To persuasively distract him, she murmureskihy 'So you'll take
me anywhere | want, will you?'

His rugged face dipped close to her porcelain chéékrm, wooing lips
hovered close to a corner of her soft mouth. ‘daste the place...'

Rachel pressed into him, her body and mind afith wiemories of those
new and exquisite pleasures he had showed hes manil, masculine bed at
Berkeley Square, just last night. It seemed sousxatingly long ago...

‘The King's Arms in Staunton Village." She nomidagecosy, quiet little
inn. 'We could go now," she breathed raggedly.dyes lowered beneath the
fond amusement in his. Rachel pressed her rosydgamst his shoulder.
'We could eat there...'twill save Mama botheringliing us a meal...as we
are unexpectedly arrived...'

'Of course we'll dine there, all afternoon. | preeniyou a banquet... any
thing your heart desires,' her husband teased.edilddrisk, he took her

hand and led her to the door. With an urgency whictv gave his wife

cause to smile, he ordered, 'Let's go..."



