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				One

				My Dearest Grandson Lucas,

				No one can put matters more succinctly than my dear friend Lord Chesterfield. Read what he says here and remember it well. “The wisest man sometimes acts weakly, and the weakest man sometimes acts wisely.”

				Your loving Grandmother,

				Lady Elder

				Was she late or simply not coming?

				Lucas Randolph Morgandale, the ninth Earl of Morgandale, sat in his book room with his booted feet propped on the Louis XIV writing desk. He sipped brandy from a glass that had been warmed by his hand and listened to the rain gently beat against the windowpane. The foul weather, the indulgent amount of drink he’d consumed, and the fact that the woman hadn’t arrived had him feeling restless, much to his irritation.

				But it was more than the weather and the absent courtesan that had him in an ill humor. Morgan had watched both his cousins, Blake and Race, fall in love and marry during the London Season, and he had no intentions of falling prey to the same trap, despite their clever machinations over the past few weeks. In order to avoid any such confining pitfalls, he’d decided to quit the city early and spend the entire summer at his Valleydale estate in Dorset.

				The first couple of weeks, it had been easy for him to fill his days with endless paperwork, hunting, and working with his thoroughbred horses. Later in the summer he had taken the time to ride over the vast lands of all his holdings, visiting with each of his tenants and thanking them for their hard work and dedication. In the evenings, he had enjoyed gaming at the local tavern or attending one of the many house parties that were scheduled at various estates around the area.

				Still there was a void, an inexplicable feeling that something was missing in his life. Since a young lad, he had always enjoyed his stays at Valleydale, and he couldn’t put his finger on what made this time different.

				Perhaps he had simply grown tired of the slower pace of country life. But every time he thought about going back to London, he remembered the knot of frustration over Blake’s and Race’s scheming in trying to show him how wonderful married life could be. He had told them on more than one occasion that he had no desire to be tied down by the bonds of matrimony.

				Gambling, drinking, riding, and all the other things he’d done had not completely distracted him from the fact that his two best friends, cousins at that, had married. And while both of them had done the proper thing and invited him to dinner often, it hadn’t taken him long to realize that was half the problem. Every time he turned around, one of them was having him to dinner at their home with their wives and very conveniently happened to invite a string of uninspiring young ladies as well.

				He was tired of being entangled in their schemes.

				Morgan huffed under his breath and took another sip of the brandy, letting it settle on his tongue a few seconds before swallowing. They were mollycoddling him as if he couldn’t find feminine companionship for himself.

				He had to get away. He had to get away from them. London Society was fueled by gossip, and all the scandalmongers were laying bets he’d be married by the end of summer. Morgan had scoffed at that ridiculous notion as utterly preposterous. But it hadn’t kept White’s from making it an official wager, much to his consternation.

				Morgan would rather pay for his women so there would be no strings attached. But finding a suitable bedmate was obviously more easily planned than carried out so far from the City.

				It wasn’t that there weren’t plenty of women around willing to share their beds or to give him a few minutes of pleasure, but Morgan had realized a few months ago, when he was at Valleydale with his cousins, that a quick romp with an upstairs wench at the local tavern no longer held any appeal for him. And unlike his cousins, Blake and Race, Morgan had never cared for the idea of setting up a paid mistress in Town to be at his beck and call. Mistresses demanded time and attention that he wasn’t willing to give.

				So in desperation, he supposed, he had come up with a grand plan to hire a woman never destined to be a wife to come and spend a couple of days with him at his estate; a beautiful, willing woman he could sink his flesh into with no strings attached, only relief.

				With the help of his solicitor, Buford Saint, Morgan had gone to great lengths to arrange for an exclusive and quite expensive lady of the evening to travel out via a private coach to see him. Saint had assured him she was highly sought after, and even Prinny himself had been known to enjoy her services from time to time.

				Morgan had a letter from Saint saying she would arrive this afternoon, but afternoon had turned to evening, and evening had become late night, and there still was no sign of Miss Francine Goodbody. When she hadn’t made it by nine o’clock, and it was clear she wouldn’t be taking supper with him, Morgan had sent his two house servants to bed. Since then, he had been in his book room drinking too much, as was evidenced by the pounding in his temples and the roar in his ears.

				He hated the feeling of not being quite in control of himself. That and the cursed headaches the next day were the reasons he’d fallen out of favor with drunkenness years ago. But tonight, for some damned reason, he had uncharacteristically given in to frustration and ended up feeling justified for overindulging in the fine brandy his cousin Blake had given him before he left London.

				While continuing to grumble over his unfortunate plight, Morgan heard a noise. A sharp sense of warning shimmied up his back for a second, and he regained control of himself instantly. Did he hear the sound of a carriage coming up the tree-lined drive that led to his house? Had the much-anticipated Miss Francine Goodbody finally arrived? As quietly as possible, he lowered his feet to the floor and placed the brandy glass on the edge of the desk. He rose, walked to the opposite side of the room, parted the sheers that covered the window, and looked out into the darkness.

				A dense fog had settled over the landscape, and rain fell in a steady stream. No one should be out in this downpour, but he was certain that he saw the lights from a coach coming up the lonely road that led to the front of his house.

				She had made it at last.

				Morgan threw a glance at the brass-encased clock on the mantel. Almost midnight.

				“It was probably Lord Chesterfield who said ‘better late than never,’” Morgan mumbled softly. And for once, he agreed with the pompous earl. Though he doubted Chesterfield had said half the stuff his grandmother attributed to the man.

				If Morgan met Miss Goodbody at the door, perhaps he could get her above stairs and settled into her room without waking the servants. It wasn’t that he felt as if he had to sneak around in his own house or censure his conduct around his staff, but he would just as soon not have to deal with his butler, Post, or the man’s wife until tomorrow morning.

				Three days ago, when he received the letter from his solicitor saying that all had been arranged and Miss Goodbody would be arriving today, Morgan had given most of the staff a week off. At first he had had no feelings for the servants’ sensibilities concerning this matter, but later, he wisely decided it was best to take precautions and be discreet. Why let his entire household of servants know about his dalliance with the courtesan?

				The fewer eyebrows he raised with his aberrant behavior of inviting a woman to entertain him in his home, the better. Most of the servants at Valleydale had been with his grandmother for many years and were reluctant to leave, feeling they would be neglecting their duties to him to take a full week off. Morgan finally had to insist they take the holiday.

				Miss Goodbody would be gone by the time the staff returned, and hopefully, because Morgan had complete trust in Post and his wife, no one else would be the wiser about Morgan’s rendezvous with the delectable-sounding woman Saint had selected for him.

				Morgan grabbed the low-burning lamp from his desk and walked toward the front of the house. As he strode by the drawing room, he saw lights from the lanterns on the coach pass by the window. He picked up his pace, wanting to get to the door before Miss Goodbody hit the large brass knocker that was fashioned in the shape of a magnificent horse. The clang from that thing could wake the hounds of hell. He placed the lamp on a vestibule table, and then as quietly as possible, he threw the latch and opened the heavy door. It creaked, but he hoped not enough to wake the servants who slept on the second floor and off the main section of the house.

				As he stepped onto the porch, the wet, chilling air filled his lungs and helped clear his head. In the distance, behind the coach and through the trees, he saw a break in the clouds. The moon shone down, giving an eerie cast to the whorls of fog that lingered and hovered close to the ground.

				Through the rain, he watched the driver jump down and open the door to the coach. A lady covered head to toe in a black hooded cape stepped out. In the gray light from the lanterns attached to the outside of the coach, he saw another woman who looked to be wearing what he would consider a servant’s headpiece start to step down, too, but the lady on the ground turned and spoke to her.

				Morgan couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it seemed to him that they were having a heated discussion. He assumed that the maid wanted to follow Miss Goodbody to the door, but she wasn’t having any of that. It struck him as odd that Miss Goodbody’s maid would take her to task over anything, especially considering the fact her employer was getting drenched from the cascading rain while she was doing it. After a few moments, the maid disappeared back inside the coach, and the driver shut the door.

				It hadn’t dawned on Morgan that his courtesan would bring her maid, but it should have. He had intimate knowledge of how difficult it was to get a woman out of her clothing or back into it for that matter. That thought sent a wave of anticipation shooting through him. He could more than adequately handle that job for Miss Goodbody while she was at Valleydale. In fact, he was looking forward to it. There were times when unlacing stays could be quite titillating. He would find a place for the maid on the servants’ floor. Her services wouldn’t be needed tonight.

				Miss Goodbody turned and headed his way. Though the rain pelted her, she remained unfazed by the downpour and calmly walked up the steps toward him, shrouded in a drenched, hooded cape that was lavishly trimmed along the edge in a brightly colored braid. She was tall and walked with a graceful, regal air that made his lower stomach clench in anticipation. Saint had said she was as cultured and polished as she was skilled, and Morgan was looking forward to finding out all about her talents.

				Beneath her heavy cloak, he could see that she was slender and not as voluptuous a woman as Saint had promised, but that didn’t bother him. Morgan had learned many years ago that a woman’s prowess had nothing to do with her size. She stopped before him, and though he couldn’t see much of her face in the gloomy light, he was instantly struck by her ivory complexion and searching eyes. Was that uncertainty he saw in their sparkling green depths?

				“Sir,” she said rather breathlessly as she took a quick, fervent look behind her before fastening her gaze on him. “I’m sorry to disturb you this late in the evening, but I’ve been traveling all day to get here.”

				She had a beautiful lilt to her soft voice that surprised and intrigued him immediately. She was British, of that he was certain, but he heard a hint of a foreign accent as well that he could only identify as perhaps from a mid-Eastern country. He was certain it wasn’t French or Italian.

				“Never mind all that,” he said. “The only thing that matters is that you are here now. Come in where it’s dry.”

				He opened the door wider and allowed her to walk past him and into the front hall. Once inside, she folded back the dripping hood, exposing the most beautiful light auburn hair he’d ever seen, flowing over her shoulders in a cluster of rich-looking curls. As she untied the braided cord at her neck, the movements of her slender fingers and delicate hands were equally prim and sensual.

				Morgan’s heart started beating a little faster.

				With her hood off and in the light from the lamp he’d left on the entrance table, he could see she was quite a bit younger than he’d expected for a courtesan with the experience Saint had assured him she possessed. Morgan would trust that the man had thoroughly checked her out and knew what he was talking about.

				Her soft-looking skin was uncommonly pale. He was surprised that her full lips had little color, and dark circles lay under her large, expressive green eyes as if she had recently been gravely ill or hadn’t had proper rest for several days.

				In spite of her wan appearance, she was beautiful, enticing in a dreamy, exotic way that caused a sudden surge of heat in him that settled low. Already he wanted to reach out and caress her cheek. He wanted to bring her into the circle of his arms and pull her close to his chest. He wanted to bury his nose in the crook of her neck and breathe in her soft, womanly scent.

				Saint had certainly done well for him as far as beauty and allure were concerned. From the heavy rise Morgan felt between his legs, there was no doubt he was physically attracted to her. That alone told him she would be worth every pound he was paying her.

				“What delayed you?” he asked, simply to make conversation. “It must have been the weather—or perhaps your driver was a laggard.”

				Her dark, fan-shaped brows rose slightly as if to question him. “We didn’t let anything delay us. I came straight here,” she countered.

				Morgan looked closer at the young woman. He couldn’t see her dress, but the fabric and trim of her cape were of fine, expensive materials that couldn’t be bought in ordinary shops in London. She had definitely piqued his interest.

				“I suppose it rained all the way from London. But no worry, you are here now. I have your room ready. Let me help you with your cape, and then I’ll go tell your driver how to get to the carriage house. Your maid, of course, will be given a room as well.”

				As he reached for her, she stepped away from him. Her eyes challenged him with a high-handedness he hadn’t expected from a woman he was paying.

				“Excuse me, sir. You didn’t know I was coming. How could you have a room prepared for me?”

				Morgan paused, confused for a moment, but quickly remembered that Saint had told him Miss Goodbody was excellent at role playing. She could be any type of woman he wanted. Morgan wasn’t really into masquerades and mystique, even though it was the current rage in London Society. He was much too conventional to find pleasure in hiding behind a mask or pretending to be someone he was not. But if it made Miss Goodbody happy, he supposed he could play along with her for a little while, even though his head was throbbing, and playing games at this hour of the night was the last thing he wanted to do.

				“Madame, surely you know that I always have a room ready in case an unexpected guest arrives at my house in the middle of the night.”

				Her darkly fringed gaze searched his face, and her uneasiness became more noticeable as she threw another furtive glance toward the front door. For a moment Morgan thought she was going to bolt out of it.

				“This is your house? Sir, I think I should leave immediately. Because of the fog and rain, I believe my driver has brought me to the wrong door.”

				Another snag of concern caught in Morgan’s head, but he immediately dismissed it. Did she think to arouse him by acting the part of a skittish, innocent waif who had lost her way and ended up at his mercy? If so, she should have been on time. It was far too damned late in the evening for her antics of the damsel in distress to work for him.

				“Don’t be coy,” he said, wanting to end her ruse and get on with the matter for which he’d hired her. “I’m afraid your acting abilities, while really quite good, are wasted on me. Now allow me to take your cloak so we can retire.”

				Her eyes widened in alarm. She took another step back, and her foot landed against the closed door. Morgan gave into the worrisome feeling that something wasn’t quite right, even though there was something infinitely compelling and mysterious about her.

				Keeping her gaze riveted on him, she looked suspiciously at him and seemed to struggle for words. “I fear you have mistaken me for someone else.”

				“Don’t be silly. I knew you were coming. I had Mr. Saint arrange your visit for me, though it is true I was expecting you earlier in the afternoon.”

				She looked at him from eyes sparkling hot from outrage and surprise. “How dare you, sir! I don’t know what you are talking about. I have never heard of anyone by the name of Saint.”

				More doubt about her stirred around Morgan. If she was acting, she was damn good. Could what he was thinking be possible? No, he didn’t want to believe that.

				He tensed and allowed the silence between them to lengthen. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to know the answer, but finally he calmly asked, “Are you Miss Francine Goodbody?”

				Her chin lifted defiantly as if an inner confidence surfaced, fortifying her. “Sir, I am not.”

				Morgan groaned as the realization that he would not be enjoying the pleasure of this soft, alluring woman in his bed tonight seeped through him.

				But another thought suddenly struck him as well, and he said, “My cousins sent you here, didn’t they?”

				“What?”

				“They somehow found out about my arrangements, and this is their idea of a humorous trick. I suppose they waylaid Miss Goodbody and sent you in her place. No doubt they are having a laughing good time at my expense as we speak.”

				The young woman bristled perceptibly. “I have no knowledge of Miss Goodbody, the cousins you speak of, or anyone else you might know.” She looked straight at him and very confidently said, “I am Miss Arianna Sweet.”

				He eyed her skeptically at first, but the longer he stared at her the more he wondered what her role in this debacle really was. Could she possibly be telling the truth? She certainly looked like she was. A stab of disappointment struck him, and it instantly turned to anger.

				Morgan swore softly under his breath.

				Her assertion that she was not the courtesan he expected sobered him more than he liked. A sardonic chuckle passed his lips, and he shook his head. This situation would be laughable if it wasn’t so annoyingly unbelievable. A beautiful, tempting woman finally arrives at his door, but now quite obviously not the one he was expecting. What were the chances of that ever happening?

				Spending his summer at Valleydale was not turning out to be one of his better ideas. Perhaps life in London wasn’t so bad after all.

				Morgan fought to quell his frustration over the realization that this delectable young lady was not Miss Goodbody, and she would not be spending the night beneath him.

				He stared at her, unable to look away from the intensity of her gaze. She was so indignant at his accusations that he felt forced to believe her.

				“Obviously, I was anticipating someone else, Miss Sweet,” he said, unable to hide his frustration or his impatience. “So if you are not here by way of my cousins’ conniving or at Mr. Saint’s behest, by all means, tell me what is it that brings you to my door on this rainy, late evening? If it was directions you wanted, I could easily have spoken to your driver.”

				His brusque tone didn’t seem to faze her as she took a commanding step toward him and said, “I came to speak to Lady Elder. I realize she is not receiving at this unbelievably late hour, but do you think she would mind if I waited until she’s available to see me?”

				Morgan grunted another laugh. What madness was this woman up to?

				“Lady Elder is not here,” he said, unable to keep the sarcasm he was feeling out of his voice.

				Miss Sweet stared at him with guarded surprise. Morgan got the distinct impression she didn’t believe him.

				“But she must be,” the young lady challenged him in a stiff voice. “This is Valleydale, is it not, or am I, indeed, at the wrong estate?”

				“Yes, Miss Sweet, it is,” he said derisively. “You are here, but she is not.”

				Her hand flew to her forehead in contemplation, and Morgan thought he saw her fingers tremble. He noticed vulnerability in her that he hadn’t seen before, and he was certain now she wasn’t acting.

				Something troubled her, but what and why had she brought it to his door?

				She looked up at him with imploring eyes, and in a soft voice said, “I came all this way to see Lady Elder. Tell me where she is at once, and I shall go there.”

				The throbbing in Morgan’s temples increased. Just who the hell did this chit think she was?

				Unable to keep a hint of accusation out of his voice, he stepped closer to her and said, “Excuse me, Miss Sweet, but are you issuing a demand to me?”

				Morgan realized he’d spoken more sharply than he intended, but this encounter had gone beyond being a dreadful farce. It was more than comical or frustrating, it was damned maddening, and he was ready for it to end.

				She seemed unruffled by his gruff behavior and looked straight into his eyes.

				“No, of course not.” She took in a quick, deep breath and then slowly exhaled before adding, “All right, maybe it was a demand. But you don’t understand. It’s imperative that I speak to her as soon as possible.”

				Miss Sweet was nothing if not direct; he would give her that.

				Morgan shook his head and laughed softly under his breath. Of Lady Elder’s three grandsons, Morgan was the levelheaded one. He had always been rational, sensible, and clear-minded no matter the situation. He was a planner and never did anything without thinking through the consequences, and he never lost control. He was determined this intriguing young lady’s allure was not going to get the best of him.

				He watched as she moistened her lips, giving them a little shine and color. Though she remained quiet, he could tell by her rigid stance and rapidly blinking eyes that she struggled to keep her composure. She lightly shook her head as if to clear her thoughts and to renew some inner strength that was weakening. There was a determined edge to the set of her jaw, and sudden fear that he hadn’t seen before shimmered in the depths of her beautiful green eyes that gave him a moment’s pause.

				But only a moment.

				Another time, Morgan might have been more indulgent with this captivating lady standing before him and enjoyed the conversation, but not tonight. She had picked the wrong evening to arrive at his door with her odd request to see his grandmother. His head pounded from the drink, and his stomach had begun to roil.

				“I can tell you that it won’t be possible to see her or speak to her, and I should know. I’m her grandson.”

				Alarm flashed in her eyes. Her gaze swept down his body as she took in his attire.

				“Oh, my lord, or is it Your Grace?” She immediately curtsied. “I apologize for mistaking you for one of Lady Elder’s staff. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I know that she has three grandsons, an Earl, a Marquis, and a Duke. Forgive me, but I don’t know which you are.”

				Morgan glanced down at his clothing and silently cursed. Sometime during the long evening in his book room, he had not only discarded his neckcloth and collar but his waistcoat and coat as well. She had no way of knowing he was the master of the house. It was no wonder she thought him a servant, and a damned sloppy one at that, giving the state of his rumpled shirt that was more than half pulled from the band of his riding breeches.

				He cleared his throat and said, “There is no need for an apology. I am the Earl of Morgandale and Lady Elder’s oldest grandson.”

				“My lord, if your grandmother won’t be away for a long time, do you mind if I wait for her to return? I really must speak to—”

				Morgan held up his hand to stop her from further discussion of his grandmother. For a moment, he thought he saw her body tremble.

				Did she think him such a scoundrel that he wouldn’t offer her the hospitality of his house for the night before sending her on her way in the morning? That angered him. Damnation, he wasn’t an ogre, but his patience was already on a short tether before she had arrived. And it was damned frustrating that he was immensely attracted to her, since clearly he couldn’t do anything about that. Given the lateness of the hour and the foul weather, he really had no choice but to offer her shelter for the evening.

				Still, he wasn’t in a mood to be kind along with having to be accommodating. “You will be waiting a long time to see her, Miss Sweet,” he said grimly. “My grandmother died over a year ago.”

				A soft, anguished gasp fluttered past her lips. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “That can’t be.”

				“I’m afraid it is,” he said, thinking it was rather odd that she seemed to be taking the news of his grandmother’s death so hard. Morgan watched the last shade of color drain from her beautiful face. Her green eyes blinked rapidly and then slowly.

				“Miss Sweet?”

				But she didn’t respond.

				Her head tilted back as her eyes fluttered closed, and despite a long night of drinking, he leaped forward just in time and somehow managed to catch her as her body collapsed and she fainted into his arms.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				My Dearest Lucas,

				I thought this quote from Lord Chesterfield very wise. Take heed to this lesson. “A man of sense soon discovers, because he carefully observes, where, and how long, he is welcome; and takes care to leave the company, at least as soon as he is wished out of it. Fools never perceive where they are either ill-timed or ill placed.”

				Your loving Grandmother,

				Lady Elder

				Arianna’s lashes fluttered, and her first conscious thought was that she was a little girl again being carried in her father’s strong arms and held protectively against his powerful chest. She snuggled deeper into the protective embrace, slipping her hand around a firm neck and letting the languid warmth settle over her. She couldn’t remember why she had felt fearful for so long, but now she felt safe. Safe, for the first time in months. She could sleep peacefully. She breathed in deeply and relaxed into the secure hold.

				However, Arianna’s disoriented mind would not let her have the tranquility and comfort her body craved. Niggling doubts disturbed her rest. Something wasn’t right. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, so why was she being carried? Her eyes opened to swirling darkness as her mind tried to sort out what was happening. She felt lethargic, dizzy. Her eyes closed again, and for a few seconds she snuggled once more into the depths of the powerful arms that carried her. She didn’t want anything to spoil the feeling of being safe.

				But an inner strength that had served Arianna so well in the past rose up inside her. She blinked several times, willing the vertigo to pass, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness, forcing her mind to wake up and think. She saw a masculine neck and commanding jawline. She was definitely cradled in a man’s strong arms, but it couldn’t be her father.

				In whose arms was she?

				The earl!

				Startled, Arianna kicked and pushed against his chest, trying to dislodge herself from him. Her weak arms and legs protested her hasty movements. She felt as if they were disjointed from her body. Fatigue consumed her; still she fought. Her feeble effort caused the earl’s strong arms to tighten around her again.

				“Be still and stop struggling,” he grumbled. “I don’t want to drop you.”

				“What you are doing?” she commanded.

				“I thought it was quite clear that I am carrying you,” he said in an annoyed tone.

				“Of course that is clear,” she answered tersely. “Why are you carrying me?”

				“You fainted.”

				Arianna stiffened in his arms. “I certainly did not. I have never fainted in my life.”

				“Until now,” he mumbled caustically under his breath and kept walking through the darkness.

				She opened her mouth to deny his claim but quickly saw the folly in that and refrained from going that route again.

				Bapre! She hadn’t really fainted, had she? How could she have let that happen?

				Arianna was mortified that the earl was carrying her, holding her so closely she felt her hip pressed tightly against his firm, lower stomach. The intimacy of the contact sent a rush of heat to her cheeks and a slow roll of something wonderful cascading through her abdomen.

				In response to her unusual reaction to the man, in her most authoritative voice she said, “My lord, I must insist that you put me down immediately.”

				“Not yet, Miss Sweet, but I assure you, just as soon as I get you to the settee in the drawing room I will. You may be light as a feather under normal circumstances, but trust me, with your soggy cape and my pounding head, you are, indeed, quite heavy. I shall be happy to be rid of you.”

				Shocked by his gruff complaint, she protested, “There is no reason for you to sound so grumpy.”

				He heaved a deep, exasperated sigh, and she felt his chest move against her side.

				“Oh, but there is, Miss Sweet, but I will refrain from telling you my reasons and keep them to myself.”

				She pushed at his muscled chest again, though she already knew that trying to get out of his arms was a hopeless endeavor. The man was strong as iron.

				“I don’t know why you are in such an agitated state,” she argued to mask just how uncomfortable she was cradled in his arms.

				She felt him take another deep breath, as if to gain control of his temper before speaking.

				He glanced down at her, but it was too dark to see anything other than the whites of his eyes. “Me, in a state? Just who do you think you are talking to, Miss Sweet?”

				“You, of course. You have been disconcerted since shortly after I arrived and you discovered I am not the person you were expecting.”

				“Your impertinence is unbelievable.”

				“And so is your arrogance. It’s not like I asked you to pick me up and carry me.”

				“You know, most young ladies would be thankful, if not indebted, that I had kept them from landing on the floor and knocking a goose egg on their head, but no, not you. There doesn’t seem to be an ounce of gratitude in you.”

				Arianna studied over his words. He made a very good point. She didn’t know why she challenged him when she was in such an untenable position. It must be the remnants of the fever causing her to be so bold.

				“Perhaps I have been a bit rash and maybe too forthright in the way I spoke to you.”

				“Perhaps?” he questioned on a broken breath. “You won’t give an inch, will you?”

				“I don’t mean to sound unappreciative, my lord.”

				“Then you certainly fooled me.”

				She scoffed at his mumbled comment. “I’m trying my best to make you understand that I don’t need to be carried; I can walk.”

				“Yes, I know you can,” he said dryly. “I’ve seen you do it, and nothing would please me more at the moment than to let you. But I don’t trust your feet to hold you.”

				“Nonsense. You are treating me like a child.”

				“Did you stop to think that might be because you are acting like one? Now stop wiggling and be still for a few more steps, and I will gladly put you down.”

				Arianna huffed. “All right, my lord, if you most know, the truth is that I have never been in a man’s arms before, and I find it quite disturbing and highly improper to be held so close to your body.”

				He grunted a laugh. “I find it quite disturbing, too, Miss Sweet, but I’m sure for a far different reason than you find it so.”

				She gasped. “You are a shameless scoundrel, my lord; now put me down. I would rather crawl on my hands and knees than be carried another step by you.”

				As the last word left her lips, the earl unceremoniously plopped her onto the small sofa with a groan and then stood staring down at her.

				“Happy now?” he asked sardonically.

				Arianna gasped at his rudeness. “Immensely,” she answered, quite thankful he couldn’t see much of her face for the darkness of the room. Her cheeks were burning with embarrassment.

				But not to be outdone, Arianna took a deep breath and started to rise.

				Lord Morgandale pointed a finger at her and said, “If you get up, I will pick you up again and put you back on that settee.”

				She gasped. “How dare you expect me to simply obey you without question!”

				“I find it very easy.”

				“Probably because you are an earl and no doubt used to everyone jumping like a grasshopper to your every wish, and you think that I am to meekly comply with your every command, as well.”

				“Precisely. You are in my home by my permission, and as long as you are, you will abide by my wishes. Is that clear, Miss Sweet?”

				“Perfectly,” she said tightly.

				“Good. Isn’t it more pleasant between us now that you are beginning to understand exactly who is in charge around this house?”

				“You are the most infuriating man I have ever had the displeasure of meeting. And you are stubborn, too,” she added as an afterthought.

				“How odd, I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

				“Unlike you, I have a reason. It’s because you bring out the worst of me.”

				“Why is it not surprising to me that your ungrateful attitude is my fault? I fear someone misnamed you. Are you sure you are not Miss Sweet but instead Miss Tart?”

				“Oh, you are an impossible man.” She could have added fascinating and invigorating but held her tongue on those attributes. “I don’t even know why I’m continuing to speak to you.”

				“At this point, you have no choice. So tell me, is your clothing wet, or only the cape?”

				“My clothing is dry.”

				“All right,” he said and turned away from her and walked to a nearby table. “It is best you take that garment off immediately. I would just as soon you not take consumption right here in my house.”

				“So would I,” she mumbled, suddenly feeling terribly weak and shaky once again.

				The only thing Arianna could see in the dark room was the earl’s white shirt as he prepared to light a lamp. She must have awakened him from a deep sleep for him to be in such a rumpled state and disagreeable mood.

				For some reason she couldn’t just dismiss the earl’s appalling attitude toward her. Her father had always teased her by saying that she always had to have the last word in any discussion, and he was right.

				“You certainly are in a foul temper, my lord. I realize I interrupted your evening, quite possibly your late night nap, but you are acting as if I took your most prized possession from you, and you are in a temper about it.”

				She was sure she heard the earl chuckle under his breath, but he said nothing.

				Arianna stood to remove her cape and was surprised at how shaky her legs were. She quickly sat back down for fear of fainting again. Thankfully the earlier dizziness she had experienced was gone. She closed her eyes and took in a deep, steadying breath, silently hoping the debilitating fever she’d caught on the ship wasn’t returning.

				She should have stopped at an inn and taken a few days to rest before trying to find Lady Elder. Why had she been so impatient to find the woman her father had told her about that her common sense failed her? Her impatience usually landed her in trouble, and this was no exception.

				The wick caught fire but wouldn’t flame, adding only a faint yellow glow to the room. She could see just enough to know the earl was as imposing from the back as he was from the front. Straight, dark brown hair fell just past his nape. She saw muscles in his wide shoulders and back ripple beneath his collarless shirt as he fiddled with the lamp. His slim-legged trousers fit perfectly across lean hips, firm buttocks, and long, powerful looking legs.

				Bapre!

				What was she thinking? She shouldn’t be looking at the earl’s backside or anything else about him. What was wrong with her? Obviously the fever was back. What else could have her thinking such improper things, especially about a man she had just met?

				The earl seemed to be having trouble making the light brighter. A silent half laugh passed her lips at his seeming ineptness. He was, indeed, a man of privilege if he didn’t even know how to turn up the flame on a wick. The earl obviously was not used to doing anything for himself—other than give orders. He was exceptional at that.

				As she watched him, she wondered where all his servants were. She had been away from England for a long time, but surely things had not changed so much that an earl answered his own door, and inappropriately dressed at that, even if it was the middle of the night.

				Lord Morgandale mumbled something that Arianna didn’t quite understand, but it sounded very much like he was damning the lamp. She smiled. She didn’t know why, but his struggles with the light amused her greatly, and tired and lethargic as she was, it felt good to have a reason to smile. There had been far too few of them recently.

				Knowing she was at risk of his ire but unable to stop herself, she asked, “Do you need help with the lamp, my lord? I’ll be happy to show you—”

				“No, Miss Sweet,” he said gruffly, cutting off her sentence as, suddenly, greater light filled the room. “I do not need your help with anything. If you must know, one of the servants trimmed the wick too blasted short.”

				“That is exactly what I was thinking must be the problem,” she answered, unable to hide the humor in her voice.

				“I’m beginning to believe you are a vixen rather than a waif, and something tells me you often rush in where fools dare to tread.”

				His comment made it obvious that it hadn’t taken him very long to assess her. The earl turned and started back toward her, and she quickly averted her eyes.

				“I can build a fire if you are chilled.”

				“No, that won’t be necessary. I assure you I am fine, and contrary to my earlier mishap, I am not given to fits of the vapors.”

				He walked closer to her, stopped and reached for the wet cape she held, and said, “Really?”

				Arianna opened her mouth to speak as she held the cloak up to him, but once again her words were silenced when she stared into the earl’s magnificent eyes. They were the bluest eyes she had ever seen. When she looked at him, strange sensations curled in her stomach, tightened her chest, and did confounding things to the rhythm of her heart.

				Now she understood why she had such a strong reaction to the earl. She was attracted to him the way a woman was to a man she wanted to pay her attention. That struck her as odd, considering the fact the man was an ill-tempered ogre. She had felt that way about a man only once before when, a couple of years ago, a young viscount visiting from England had caught her fancy, but never with such physical reactions that had her blushing like a schoolgirl putting on her first stays. And the feelings for the man had faded when he left Bombay.

				The earl’s straight, dark hair fell attractively across his broad forehead. The bridge of his nose was narrow and his cheekbones high and angular, making him easily the most handsome man she’d ever seen. Not even the wrinkle of agitation that furrowed his broad brow took away from the fact that this man was devastatingly attractive. And judging by the way he stood and looked at her with arrogant self-confidence, she had no doubts that he knew just how handsome he was to her.

				Arianna’s shoulders relaxed a little, even though looking at the earl made her breaths come short and choppy. “All right, I suppose I will have to agree that I might have fainted.”

				His brows lifted. “You might have?”

				The infuriating man wouldn’t give her an inch. “Oh, all right, just to please you I will say yes, I fainted.”

				“About time you admitted it,” he said and hung her cloak over the back of a side chair that stood near the unlit fireplace. “No matter how grudgingly.”

				Arianna huffed at his last remark. “I assure you I have never done anything like that in my life.”

				“Then perhaps, Miss Sweet, as Lord Chesterfield once said: ‘There is always a first time for everything.’”

				“I have never heard of Lord Chesterfield, but I believe that as well.”

				The earl’s bright blue eyes searched her face, and a strange calm settled over her. She didn’t understand it, but just being in the same room with him made Arianna feel better, safe. Suddenly a contented peace like she hadn’t experienced since her father had died spread through her. She didn’t know why she felt all these different emotions, because Lord Morgandale was surely the most contrary and brusque man she had ever met.

				He walked closer to her again and said, “You have never heard of Phillip Dormer Stanhope, the fourth Earl of Chesterfield?”

				“No, I’ve been away from England for a number of years. I’m afraid I really don’t know very many people at all.”

				He seemed to study over her words and said, “Hmm, someone who has never heard of Chesterfield. That’s refreshing.”

				“Is he quite famous?”

				“Not anymore. So tell me, you say you’ve been away. Where have you been?”

				“India.”

				“Good lord! That’s halfway around the world. What were you doing there?”

				Arianna moistened her lips and carefully chose her words. “My pitaji was doing—”

				“Your what?” he interrupted.

				“I’m sorry. My father. Sometimes I forget and use words I learned in India. My father was doing research for the Royal Apothecary Scientific Academy for the Study of Herbs, Plants, and Spices in India in hopes of finding cures for a variety of different ailments.”

				The earl grimaced. “And he allowed you to travel back to England alone?”

				Not wanting to meet his blue gaze, Arianna looked down at her hands as a somber mood washed over her. “I’m not alone. My maid is with me.”

				“Hardly a proper companion for someone as young as you, Miss Sweet.”

				The last time Arianna saw her father flashed through her troubled mind, and she winced. It always caused a pain in her chest when she was reminded of that afternoon. She and her maid had returned home to find her father lying in a pool of blood with his Indian bhagidar standing over him. When she screamed, Mr. Rajaratnum quickly stuffed her father’s research journal into his pocket and fled. The British and Indian authorities had searched for him, but when she left Bombay, her father’s associate still had not been captured.

				“I know it’s not what my father would have wished for me. I’m sorry to say I didn’t have much choice in the matter.” Arianna paused. She was going to say a few weeks ago but suddenly realized it had been much longer than that. Time had passed so quickly.

				She inhaled deeply, looked at the earl’s searching eyes, and continued by saying in as strong a voice as she could muster, “My father died several months ago.”

				For the first time since she’d arrived, Arianna saw a change in Lord Morgandale’s features. His brow relaxed, his eyes softened, and his mouth lost its tightness.

				“That couldn’t have been easy for you. I’m sorry about your father.”

				Arianna didn’t know why, but those few words meant the world to her. Their friends, associates, and servants in India had all offered their condolences, but none of their words meant as much to her as hearing the few words spoken from the earl.

				She swallowed hard and then said, “Thank you, and no, it wasn’t.”

				“You had no other family there?”

				“Neither there nor anywhere, which was one of the reasons I stayed with my father in India when he very much wanted me to come back to England and live what he considered a normal life. I had many things to keep me busy during the first months of my mourning. I had to write letters about his death to his colleague and friend in London, Mr. Robert Warburton, and to the Royal Apothecary Scientific Academy. I had to pack and arrange the shipment to London of all of our personal possessions. I have some of his papers and books with me, but my father had a tremendous amount of research documents, vials and potions, notes and books, and other items. I packed most everything and sent them on to London so that I could sort through his private possessions when I get there.”

				Suddenly Arianna realized she was rambling about things she was sure the earl had no interest in. “Sometimes I find it difficult to believe he’s been gone so long now.”

				Lord Morgandale sat down in the chair opposite her. “I’m sure it is. And it doesn’t look to me as if you fared well on the voyage. You are pale as a ghost, and you have dark circles under your eyes. You look as if you haven’t slept well or eaten properly in days.”

				Arianna’s hands flew to her hair, and she brushed it away from her face. She hadn’t looked in a mirror in months, as there wasn’t one available to her on the ship, but she had done the best she could to make herself presentable before she disembarked.

				Obviously she hadn’t done enough.

				“My apologies, my lord, I didn’t realize I looked so dreadful.”

				His eyes narrowed, and he rubbed his temples with the tips of his fingers again. She remembered him saying something about his head pounding. Perhaps he wasn’t well either.

				“Don’t put words in my mouth, Miss Sweet. I didn’t say you looked dreadful, and you don’t. I said you look as if you have been unwell for a long time. There is a difference.”

				“You’re right,” she admitted, no longer feeling the need to hide the fact. “I have been sick, but I had never been sick a day in my life until I boarded the ship for England. There was a horrible fever going around the passengers and, unfortunately, I caught it. I’m afraid I was very ill for most of the journey. In fact, the captain forced those of us who were sick to disembark at port in Alexandria, Egypt, when we stopped for supplies.”

				“Good Lord. That must have been a hellish time.”

				You have no idea!

				“My maid and I stayed there until I was well enough to continue the long journey, which was more than a month, I believe, and then it was a couple of weeks before we could book passage on another ship.”

				Arianna couldn’t help but shiver as she finished her sentence, knowing she still had lingering effects of the fever she hadn’t been able to shake. She came down with the illness on the third day of the voyage, and the constant rocking of the ship was sheer torture for her. She couldn’t keep anything down. If it hadn’t been for the excellent care Beabe gave her and the medicinal potions her father had made that she brought with her, Arianna was certain she wouldn’t be alive today.

				She watched Lord Morgandale’s brow crease again and his lips tighten in concern, so she quickly added, “But there is no need for you to worry that I have brought the fever to your house, my lord. I assure you I’m well now.”

				“I’m not at all concerned about the fever, Miss Sweet, and I can see that you are so healthy that you fainted after you’d been on your feet for just a few minutes. Yes, I’d say that would make you completely fit.”

				“You are being condescending, my lord.”

				“And you can stretch the truth farther than anyone I know, and certainly much farther than I’m willing to believe. Now tell me, did you say you’ve only recently returned?”

				She nodded.

				“How recently?”

				Arianna really didn’t want to answer that, but after his terse remark about her stretching the truth, she felt she had to be a little more forthcoming with him.

				Finally she said, “Today. When the ship docked at Southampton, as soon as we disembarked, I hired a coach and came straight here.”

				His blue eyes widened. “And it didn’t dawn on you that you might need a few days to rest before coming here?”

				She shook her head. “Not at the time, no. I was in a hurry.”

				“To see my grandmother?”

				“Yes.”

				His brow wrinkled again. “Why?”

				Understandably, he was curious as to why she would step off the ship and immediately head for his grandmother’s home. She looked down at her hands. “I do have an impulsive steak, as my father called it. But I think perhaps it was just that I was so grateful to be back on English soil. Perhaps I was simply too exhausted to think clearly. I’m not sure what exactly I was thinking at the time. I only knew I had to get here.”

				“So you came straight to Valleydale because you knew my grandmother?”

				“Yes. No, I mean yes, I came straight here, but I didn’t know your grandmother personally. My father met her on several occasions when he came to visit his cousin. He always spoke very highly of her. I’m sorry she is no longer with you.”

				“Thank you. Perhaps you should start at the beginning of your story, Miss Sweet, and tell me exactly why you wanted to see my grandmother.”

				Arianna hesitated again. How much should she tell him? She was quite prepared to tell Lady Elder everything, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell the imposing grandson about her father’s murder and the stolen journal with the formula in it. The thought of telling him everything chilled her, and she knew she had to keep the whole truth from him.

				“My father was a cousin of Lady Elder’s husband.”

				“Which one? My grandmother had four husbands.”

				Was that humor she finally saw lurking in the blue depths of his eyes? Was he, at last, turning from the scowling earl to a more approachable person? Just that small glimmer of friendliness lifted her spirits.

				“Yes, of course, I do remember hearing that. Sir Walter Hennessy was his name. My father, Albert Sweet, was his first cousin.”

				The earl nodded. “I remember Sir Walter. I was already a young lad by the time she married him. He is the man who gave my grandmother the legendary Talbot pearls, which now belong to my cousin.”

				“I can tell I’ve been away from England for a long time. I’ve never heard of the Lord Chesterfield you mentioned, and I’m afraid I don’t know the significance of the Talbot pearls.”

				“Both require long stories that I’m not prepared to go into tonight. So tell me exactly what were you going to ask my grandmother to do for you?”

				A wave of dizziness struck Arianna again, but she fought it and said, “My father had always told me that if anything ever happened to him, I was to contact Lady Elder. He said because of our distant relationship to Lady Elder, that she would be willing to help me find an appropriate place to live in London and suitable companion who could help me reestablish a life in London. I don’t need monetary assistance. I’m far from destitute, and I don’t want you to think that. My father had his associate in London, Mr. Warburton whom I mentioned earlier, set up an account for me years ago. I have more than an adequate income from my father to sustain me.”

				“I can look at you and your clothing and tell that, Miss Sweet.”

				Arianna watched his gaze feather down her face, neck, and to her breasts, and then glide over to her hands and back up to her eyes. She knew without him saying a word that, even though she was disheveled from more than two months of traveling, she had found favor with him, and that same curling feeling of something wonderful that she had experienced earlier started flowing in the pit of her stomach again.

				The only thing she could figure was that she was much too tired and weary to fight the fanciful notions that kept occurring. She cleared her throat and tried to focus on the discussion at hand.

				“Even before he died, it was his desire for me to return to England, but I resisted.”

				“That does not surprise me, but please go on.”

				“He thought a gentle, older woman would help reintroduce me to Society and help fill me in on what I’ve missed these years I’ve been away. Of course, he also hoped that would lead to introductions of eligible gentlemen that I might allow to court me.”

				“I see.”

				Arianna cleared her throat once again. “I am well-schooled in world history, mathematics, and, of course, I’m quite proficient in the sciences. I believe I would be an excellent asset for someone who enjoys a lively discussion.”

				“I can attest to that,” he said quietly.

				“I’m sorry, my lord, I did not intend to burden you with my life’s story. I should have left immediately when I heard the news about Lady Elder. I’ll get my cape and be gone.” She started to rise, but the scowl that formed between his eyes made her quickly sit back down.

				“Don’t be ridiculous, Miss Sweet. I will not allow you or your driver to go back out in this foul weather tonight.”

				“But—”

				“But this time for you, there is no but. You are staying here. My grandmother would roll over in her grave if I allowed you to leave at this hour of the night, and believe me, she has done enough of that already because of my cousins’ recent antics. Now tell me, when is the last time you had food?”

				“This morning—” were the only words she managed to say as they both turned toward the drawing room door. Loud, hurried footsteps sounded on the stairs, and then down the corridor. An older man and woman hurried in, both holding a lamp and both impeccably dressed in clothing befitting servants of the manor.

				“My lord,” the man said, “We heard voices and came at once. I see the guest you were expecting has arrived.”

				“Should I light a fire in her room, my lord?” the woman said eagerly. “It’s such a nasty night, or perhaps she’d like a cup of tea?”

				Lord Morgandale slowly rose and said, “No, she is not the lady I was expecting but someone else. This is Miss Sweet. Miss Sweet, my butler, Post, and his wife, Mrs. Post.”

				Arianna started to rise, but saw Lord Morgandale lift his masculine brow, and she quickly sat back down and said, “How do you do?”

				Post was a small, thin man with big brown eyes and a sharp nose. His wife was a buxom woman a head taller than her husband. Her dark hair was pulled severely away from her face and knotted at her nape. Arianna assumed they had heard her when she was trying to get the earl to put her down and had taken the time to make themselves presentable before coming downstairs.

				“Now that you are here, Mrs. Post, would you go to the kitchen and get Miss Sweet something to eat?”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				“But I’m not hungry,” Arianna offered quickly. “There is no reason for her to go to any trouble for me.”

				The earl looked at her and said, “You also told me you didn’t faint. I learn fast, Miss Sweet.”

				“A proper gentleman would not remind a lady that she had misspoken, especially when she had already corrected that mistake.”

				“And I have no fear that you will correct this one once you eat.” He turned back to Mrs. Post. “Make it a simple plate of bread and butter, and preserves and milk. See that she eats it all, and help her get settled in a room. The one you had prepared for my other guest will do fine. See to her servants, as well.”

				“Right away, my lord,” she said and hurried away.

				“Post, go out to the carriage and bring in Miss Sweet’s maid and their trunks. Tell the driver where the carriage house is and to make himself comfortable there.”

				“Yes, my lord,” he said and turned away.

				Lord Morgandale walked over to a table that sat between two beautifully upholstered wingback chairs. She watched him pour amber liquid in a glass and bring it back over to her.

				Arianna hesitated.

				“You are very intriguing, Miss Sweet. At times, you seem very skittish, almost suspicious for someone who came to a stranger’s house in the middle of the night.”

				She hoped her gaze remained steady, but her heart flipped at his words. She had good reason to be wary, but she didn’t want him to know that.

				“When I arrived, I wasn’t aware this was your house.”

				“And if you had?”

				“I would have thought twice before stopping.”

				Lord Morgandale smiled and then laughed. He extended the glass closer to her.

				“What is it?” she asked, taking the glass from him.

				“Brandy. Have you ever had it?”

				She shook her head. “Wine, but not brandy. Why do you want me to drink it?”

				“Don’t look so frightened, I am not trying to get you drunk so I can have my way with you. This will make you sleep as soundly as a newborn babe, and I think one thing you desperately need right now, Miss Sweet, is rest. So drink every drop.”

				She started to put it to her lips.

				“Wait,” he said and closed his hand over hers to stop her.

				Their eyes met and held. Arianna felt a tingle that started at her breasts and flew all the way down to her toes. She wondered if the earl felt the same shocking feelings she felt when he touched her.

				“Not now. Wait until you have eaten. It will be much easier on your stomach. But drink every drop.”

				With his hand covering hers, she didn’t trust herself to speak, so she nodded.

				“Mrs. Post will take over from here. If you need anything, just ask her. I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, and we’ll talk further.”

				He slowly removed his hand, letting his fingertips glide ever so slightly over her skin. His gaze wafted down her face to her lips and lingered there for a moment before lifting to her eyes once again.

				She felt a sudden tightness between her legs, and to cover the sudden awkwardness, she said, “Thank you for allowing me to stay the night.”

				“Good night, Miss Sweet.”

				He turned and walked out of the room. She heard his footsteps going up the stairs. She heard a door open and close. Only then did she let out a tired, moaning sigh and fall against the back of the settee.

				“Bapre,” she whispered.

				So much for thinking she could handle anything and everything that came her way. She never expected to meet a man as imposing as Lord Morgandale. It took every ounce of her strength just to talk to the man.

				Her gaze fell on a large painting of a regal-looking woman hanging over the fireplace. She couldn’t see it well with only one lamp lit in the room, but she assumed it was of Lady Elder. Arianna stared at the woman. She would never have come to Valleydale if she’d known Lady Elder had died.

				When she arrived in London, perhaps Mr. Warburton would offer to help her find a place to live as well as help her find or reconstruct her father’s formula. They needed to do that quickly. It could even be too late if Mr. Rajaratnum had already sold the formula to someone else or to another country’s Apothecary Research Academy.

				Suddenly Arianna felt weak and shaky again, and that angered her. She couldn’t accomplish anything in her current physical condition. The encounter with the earl had made her realize just how weak she was. She must find an inn or some place to stay so she could rest and regain her strength before she contacted Mr. Warburton. The earl was right. Only a few minutes on her feet, and she was completely exhausted.

				Arianna swirled the amber liquid in the glass and watched it twinkle and glimmer in the light from the lamp. She didn’t understand why, but she felt safe in Lord Morgandale’s house. But that was no matter; she had to leave tomorrow. She must get her strength back, get to London, contact Mr. Warburton and convince him to help her fulfill her father’s dream, and establish his legacy to the world before Mr. Rajaratnum sold the formula to someone else and they took the credit that was due her father.
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