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PROLOGUE



London
 1871

CHARITY HAD HER escape all planned.

The important thing was that no one should know that she had left the house, not even the servants or her sister Serena, for any of them might tell her parents. They would think it was for her own good, of course; a well-bred young lady could not be seen walking through the streets of London unaccompanied without severe damage being done to her reputation. No one, not even her affable, loving father, would excuse such behavior. They would not accept her reasoning that, since she would make sure no one in society saw her, it could hardly damage her reputation. Worse, they would try to worm out of her why she had left Aunt Ermintrude’s house this morning without even a maid to accompany her.

And that she simply could not reveal, for, if being alone walking down the quiet, elegant streets of Mayfair was reprehensible, it was nothing compared to the social horror of what she proposed to do.

After a great deal of thinking, Charity had decided that the best time to leave would be immediately after she ate breakfast. Her mother and sisters would still be asleep, for with the constant round of parties they had attended since they’d come to London for Serena’s and Elspeth’s debuts, they had adopted town hours, staying up until the wee hours of the morning and often sleeping until noon. So they would not know she was gone—she hoped not until after she came back. And her father, an early riser like herself, would leave for his daily walk as soon as he ate breakfast. The servants, busy with their tasks, would not wonder where she was as long as they did not see her slip out the door alone.

So, as soon as she had eaten and her father had left, she crept cautiously downstairs, bonnet in hand, and with a final glance around to make sure there were no servants about, she slid out the front door. Thrusting her bonnet on her head, she ran lightly down the steps and along the street, glancing back once to make sure there was no one pursuing her. She hailed a hansom cab, and within minutes she was pulling up in front of Dure House, a tall, imposing white Georgian-style edifice.

Charity paid the cabdriver and marched up the steps of Dure House as if it were something she did every day, knowing that the best thing when one was uncertain was to act as if one knew precisely what one was doing. She raised the bright brass ring in the mouth of the lion’s-head door knocker and brought it down with a sharp crack.

A tall, cadaverously thin manservant opened the door. His expression was so haughty that Charity was sure he must be the butler of the house. His supercilious look deepened when he took in Charity, standing alone on the doorstep in her country-sewn dress.

“Yes?” he inquired, his eyebrows rising in a way that spoke volumes about his opinion of her breeding and her purpose on the earl of Dure’s doorstep.

Charity’s chin came up, and she returned an equally cool gaze. Not for nothing were there centuries of dukes and earls in her family’s background; she was not about to let a butler stare her down.

“I am the Honorable Miss Charity Emerson,” she said in her best imitation of her mother’s aristocratic tone. “I am here to see Lord Dure, if you will be so good as to inform him.”

She saw the man hesitate, and she knew he was struggling with an urge to toss her out forthwith. But Charity was certain that he recognized the name Emerson, and he wasn’t likely to take it upon himself to turn her away.

Finally he stepped back grudgingly, allowing her to enter, and said, “If you will kindly remain here, I will see if His Lordship is at home.”

This, Charity knew, was a euphemism for asking Lord Dure if he was willing to see this insolent chit who had arrived unheralded and unaccompanied on his doorstep. Charity occupied herself with looking around at the wide, formal entry, tiled in white marble. A wide staircase swept upward elegantly, parting halfway to curve in two matching wings the rest of the way to the next floor.

It was up these stairs that the butler went and down them that, after a few minutes, he returned in the same measured tread. He gave a slight bow in Charity’s direction and said, “If you will follow me, miss…”

Charity’s knees went weak. She had not realized until this moment how tensely she had been waiting, afraid that the earl would turn her down and her whole adventure would have been in vain. She drew a breath and followed him up the stairs and into a comfortable study.


“The Honorable Miss Charity Emerson,” the butler intoned, then withdrew, leaving Charity alone facing Simon Westport, the Earl of Dure.

He had been seated behind his desk, and he rose at her entrance. This, she thought, was a dangerous man.

Everyone had said he was; they called him Devil Dure. Now, seeing him, she could understand the rumors. He was big and cold and hard, an imposing and intimidating figure from the top of his leonine black mane of hair down through the swelling muscles of his arms and chest and thighs, which not even the excellent cut of his clothes could conceal. His clean-shaven face gave nothing away; his features were as regular and hard as if they had been carved from granite. His eyes were an odd, dark color somewhere between the green of a deep, mossy pool and the gray of slate. They pierced her now, icy and sharp, like a pin through a butterfly, leaving her wriggling helplessly.

Charity’s mouth went dry. Perhaps she had been foolhardy to come here.

“Yes, Miss Emerson?” the Earl asked, his eyes surveying her coolly. “How can I be of service to you?”

Charity squared her shoulders. She had never run from anything in her life, and she was not about to start now. Besides, her sister’s entire future was at stake.

“I came,” she told him clearly, “to ask you to marry me.”








CHAPTER ONE



THERE WAS A MOMENT of stunned silence. The Earl of Dure stared at Charity, baffled.

He had been amazed when his butler, Chaney, announced that Charity Emerson was at the door. He knew that Charity was Serena’s sister, though he had never met the girl. He had been intrigued, as well, for he could not imagine what bizarre circumstance could have brought her to his doorstep. Even though rumors had been flying for the past two or three weeks that he was on the verge of offering for Serena, he was not yet in any way related to the Emersons, and it was social disaster for a young woman to visit the house of a man who was not kin to her.

When Charity stepped into his study, he had been surprised again, for he had expected Serena’s younger sister to be a schoolroom miss, not the obviously grown, youthfully blooming young woman who stood before him. It was, however, quite easy to see why Charity had been left with the younger daughters in the schoolroom, instead of being brought out with her sisters, Serena and Elspeth. Her excellent figure and glowing blond beauty would have cast both of the others into the shade. He had felt an immediate and definite tightening of his loins as he looked at her.


Her question left him speechless. Finally he cleared his throat and said, “I beg your pardon?”

Charity blushed, realizing how baldly her words had come out. “That is, I mean, well, you are in the market for a wife, are you not?”

The Earl’s eyebrows rose lazily. Whatever surprise he felt did not show on his cool, composed face. “I doubt that the matter is any of your concern, Miss Emerson, but, yes, I do intend to marry soon. Since my grandfather died, I have a duty to the estate to produce an heir.”

“Well, that is why I am here.”

“You are saying you intend to, ah, put yourself upon the market?”

Charity’s flush deepened to a bright red. She had not said at all what she intended to. Her plan had been to state her case coolly and logically, but somehow, as so often happened to her, the words had just seemed to come tumbling out of her mouth.

“I am not—” She had started to retort hotly, then stopped. “Well, yes in a way—but not as you’re implying.”

“Indeed.” His dark eyes were tinged with amusement. “Pray, may I ask, in what way are you offering yourself?”

There was a dark, subtle undertone in his voice that sent a shiver up Charity’s spine. She knew that she should be insulted at his words, that he was implying that she was not a lady, but the timbre of his voice made her feel more weak in the knees than indignant.

She stiffened her spine, reminding herself of what was at stake here, and said, “Everyone says that you are planning to ask my sister to marry you. Even Papa told Mama last night that he thought you would come up to scratch soon.”

“Indeed?” The Earl’s mouth twitched.


“Yes. When I heard that, I knew I had to do something desperate.”

“Did you, now? And what might that be?”

“To ask you to marry me, instead of Serena.”

“You’re trying to steal a march on your sister?”

Charity looked horrified. “No! It’s not like that, my lord. You mustn’t think that I would ever do anything to hurt Serena. It’s just the opposite. I am rescuing her.”

“Rescuing her? From marriage to me?” His brows vaulted upward. “I had not realized that it was so horrible a fate. Indeed, I thought Miss Serena seemed perfectly, ah…resigned to it.”

“Oh, she is,” Charity assured him gravely. “She knows that it is her duty to marry you, and, you see, Serena is the kind of woman who always does her duty to her family. She will most certainly marry you if someone doesn’t do anything to stop it, and then she will be thoroughly miserable the rest of her life!”

There was a moment of silence, then Dure mused, “I was unaware what a poor husband I would be.”

Charity blushed, realizing how tactless her statement had been. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that marriage to you would make a person miserable, ordinarily—for if that were so, I don’t think I would have offered to marry you in her place. Truly, I’m afraid I’m not that unselfish a person.” Her brows knit a little as she regarded this failing in herself. “No doubt Serena would have done so for me, but she is a vastly superior person.”

“I find her quite above the ordinary,” Simon admitted, and his dark eyes danced with amusement, changing his hard face in a startling way. “That is why I was intending to offer for her.”


“But you are not in love with her, are you?” Charity asked anxiously. “Serena did not think you were. She and Papa both said that you were not interested in love with a wife. That is true, isn’t it?”

“It is true that I am looking for a more reasonable arrangement,” he admitted. “I tried love once, and I have little intention of falling into that pit again. But I am afraid I still don’t understand why—”

“Well, it isn’t that Serena’s afraid of you. She isn’t—or, at least, only a little bit.”

“I am vastly relieved.”

Charity glanced at him, and, catching the glimmer in his eyes, she relaxed and grinned. “I’m sorry. I’m making a proper mess of it, aren’t I? The problem is this—Serena is in love with another man. You can understand, can’t you, how she would not want to marry you, when her heart has been given to another?”

Dure frowned thoughtfully. “Your sister never mentioned this to me. She seemed quite agreeable to my advances. If she did not wish to marry me, why didn’t she say so?”

“That is not her way. She is a dutiful daughter, and Papa and Mama very much want her to make this marriage. You see, with five daughters, it is very difficult. For even one of them to make a splendid marriage would be so advantageous. Once Serena is married to you, then she can bring out all her younger sisters.”

Simon let out a faint groan at the thought of bringing out a succession of girls in his house, and Charity nodded commiseratingly. “You’re right. You would not enjoy it at all. Especially Belinda, for she is a spoiled brat. But Serena feels that she has to marry you for the sake of our family, even though it breaks her heart. You see, she is in love with the parson back home, at Siddley-on-the-Marsh. Reverend Anthony Woodson. He’s a very good man, but, of course, he has no fortune. Serena doesn’t mind. She just wants to marry him and be happy and do good works. She would be a wonderful parson’s wife, for she’s very good and kind, you know, and she wants to help people. She truly doesn’t mind wearing old clothes and not going to balls and such.”

Charity’s nose wrinkled as she considered this oddity in her sister.

“I had no idea,” Dure said gravely. “I assure you, I do not wish to marry your sister if she is in love with another man. It was never my intention to force her into marriage.”

“Of course not. I was sure it was that you did not know—After all, how could you? Serena would never tell you herself, and Papa and Mama don’t even know that she is in love with Reverend Woodson. They would not approve, you see, since he has no money.”

“I give you my word that I will relieve your sister’s mind on that score.” He hesitated, curiously reluctant to send his visitor away. “Now, Miss Emerson, having accomplished your mission, you must return home. I am afraid it would do considerable damage to your reputation if it ever got out that you were in a gentleman’s quarters. Especially mine,” he added truthfully.

“I know. Aunt Ermintrude would say I was brassy. She often says so, anyway. And Mama did say that you had something of a reputation. At first she was somewhat concerned, you see, about whether your intentions toward Serena were honorable, but Papa assured her that you never took up with young females of virtue.”


Simon let out a bark of laughter. Charity looked somewhat abashed. “I’m sorry. I’ve done it again, haven’t I? Even Serena says that I let my tongue run away with me. I hope I haven’t offended you.”

“Not at all. In fact, you’ve added a considerable amount of amusement—not to mention enlightenment—to my morning. But you must go now. I will have Chaney get you a hack. I am afraid my own carriage would arouse too much notice.”

“Wait!” Charity jumped to her feet. “You haven’t said—I mean, you can’t just not marry Serena! Mama will murder me if she finds out I talked you out of offering for Serena and then someone else, like that odious Lady Amanda, gets you instead.”

“I can assure you that I have no plans to offer for Lady Amanda Tilford’s hand,” Simon retorted flatly.

“Of course not. You would not be so foolish, I am sure. But, don’t you see, it must be one of us— Oh, I wouldn’t have come here if I hadn’t thought you would be willing to take me instead! Papa says it’s absolutely vital that Serena marry you, so we won’t wind up in the poorhouse.” She paused, then added judiciously, “I don’t believe he meant that quite literally, but it’s true that we are in a real case. I’ve had to turn these gloves, and this bonnet is Serena’s old one that I retrimmed. And Papa told us that no one else could have new dresses this year so that he could pay for Serena’s and Elspeth’s coming out. Mama and Papa married for love, you see, and neither of them had a feather to fly with. Fortunately Aunt Grimmedge left Mama a competence, or I don’t know what we would have done these past years. But Mama would never consider any of us marrying someone in trade, even if we were starving. She’s proud, you see, what with her cousin being a duke and all. But your family is impeccable enough even for her—except for that scandal back in the time of King Charles II, but Mama excuses that because, after all, she says, everyone was quite scandalous then.”

“I’m sure that the Dowager Countess will be elated to hear that your mother finds the earldom of Dure acceptable.”

“Oh, dear. Have I offended you?”

“No. However, I don’t think this marriage swap is quite as easy a matter as trading one horse for another.”

“But it is!” Charity assured him earnestly. “I mean, what you want is an heir, is it not? And I am quite as capable of producing one as Serena. I am fully grown and perfectly healthy.” She held her hands a little out to the sides, inviting him to look at her.

“Yes,” he agreed, his dark eyes lighting for an instant. “You are perfectly healthy.”

“There! I am as likely as anyone to bear healthy heirs. And my bloodlines are exactly the same as Serena’s. So I’m just as respectable.”

“Not if you often frequent bachelors’ quarters this way,” he pointed out.

“I am not in the habit of it,” Charity rejoined indignantly, her blue eyes flashing. “I came here only in desperation, I told you that. I had to save my sister.”

“And you are willing to, uh…be the sacrificial lamb?”

Her brief moment of indignation passed, and Charity had to giggle at his description. “Well, I was the only one. Elspeth would not have done it. She’s scared witless of you. You wouldn’t want her, anyway. She whines all the time, and is a perfect bore. Belinda and Horatia are both too young. So that leaves me. Besides, I would not call it a sacrifice, exactly. You are, after all, an earl, and a wealthy man, and—” she tilted her head judiciously and studied him “—a rather attractive one, at that, if you like the dark, brooding sort.”

“And do you like that sort?”

The low tone of his voice set up an odd, unsettling stirring in Charity’s abdomen. “I do not dislike it,” she replied demurely, casting her eyes down, as a modest maiden should, but with such an air of mischief that Simon found it hard not to chuckle.

“You do not fear me?”

“No. Actually, I’m not afraid of much of anything. Mama has frequently said that I am sadly lacking in sensitivity.”

Simon did laugh aloud this time. “You are a minx, I fear, and a man would doubtless do well to stay away from you.”

Charity shrugged. “That is what my father has told me.” She pursed her lips in a way that was unconsciously alluring, and Simon felt his loins tighten again in response.

“This is absurd,” he said roughly. “You haven’t any idea what you are doing.”

“No, I nearly always know exactly what I’m about. That is why I do it.” She gazed at him with her clear, candid blue eyes. “And I have to tell you that I usually end up getting what I set out to.”

Dure turned and walked away, shaking his head, though there was indecision in the lines of his body.

“I understand that you have doubts, since you do not know me,” Charity went on cheerfully. “But the truth is, I would be a far better wife for you than Serena. You see, you spend a good deal of your time in London, but Serena would be miserable here all the time. Worse than that, for you, she would probably try to reform your ways.”

“That would have been awkward,” Simon murmured, fighting a smile as he looked out the window.

“On the other hand, I enjoy the city,” Charity continued. “I would love to go to parties and dinners and the opera and all those things. Truthfully,” she admitted, “I’m nearly eaten up with envy watching Elspeth and Serena get to do such things, when they don’t even really enjoy them.”

She paused and frowned. “Of course, I would have to bring out Belinda and Horatia and try to find Elspeth a husband, as well. It would be my duty. But—” she brightened “—it will be much easier with me doing it. I will be better able to make them fashionable, and I will rid us of them much sooner.”

Simon made a strangled noise, and she peered across the room at him. “What’s wrong? Is something the matter?”

“No.” He turned back, his lips pressed together. He stood regarding her for a moment, then shook his head. “My dear girl, you tempt me, but I’m afraid it would not suit.”

Charity’s face fell ludicrously, and she looked so woebegone that for a moment Simon thought she was about to cry.

“Oh, no!” she wailed. “Now I’ve gone and ruined it! Mama will be furious with me for interfering. Truly, I wouldn’t have come here if I hadn’t thought you would be as willing to marry me as Serena.” She looked at him plaintively. “Why do you not want me for a bride, my lord? Is it because I’m too bold? I am direct, I know. Mama is forever telling me that I must put a rein on my tongue. And sometimes I am a little lively, even impulsive, but I’m sure that I will grow more sedate as I get older. Don’t you think so? And I would never do anything to bring dishonor or embarrassment on your name.”

A smile curled Simon’s lips. “I am not inclined to see you less lively or direct, my dear Miss Emerson. You are…quite diverting.”

“Oh.” She looked perplexed. “Then is it my features? You prefer Serena’s coloring? Or her slenderness? I am too rounded.” She sat down with a thump on the nearest chair, her face glum.

Heat flooded Simon’s loins. “You are ‘rounded’ perfectly. I cannot imagine any man who would find you less than lovely. Surely you must know that.”

“I’ve been told so once or twice,” Charity admitted. “That is one reason why I thought you would not be averse to the switch. I thought you would hold me as attractive as Serena.”

“You are.” He thought of this sunny, beautiful girl in his bed, instead of the composed Serena, and the heat in his abdomen grew alarmingly. “It is no fault in you,” he said shortly, and turned away, fighting the urge to go to her and reassure her of her desirability. “It is simply unsuitable. You are far too young.”

Charity came back up on her feet, once more hopeful. “But no—I am eighteen, only three years younger than Serena. I would have come out this year, except that the expense for three of us would have been far too great.”

Simon turned and looked at her. He did not think she was aware of the other factor that must have weighed with her parents—how much she would have outshone her older sisters.


“Still, it is twelve years between us,” Simon reminded her. “I am too old and…jaded, I think, for one such as you.”

A dimple sprang into Charity’s cheek as she smiled teasingly at him. “Nevertheless, I do not think you are entirely decrepit yet. I may be young, but I know what I want to do. Anyone who knows me can tell you—I am not indecisive or fickle. There are many who marry with much more difference between them than that.”

“Perhaps twelve years is not such a problem, but your youth is,” he replied brusquely, ignoring the small voice inside him that kept pointing out how entertaining this girl would be to live with, how desirable she would be in his bed. “I am not looking for some romantic young miss, I require a sensible, mature wife, one who can accept a loveless marriage and will not expect me to be constantly dancing attendance upon her or flattering her or cajoling her into a pleasant mood with words of undying love or expensive gifts.”

“But I do not expect that!” Charity protested. “I am fully aware what sort of marriage you contemplate, and I assure you that I am quite prepared for it. I would be much better than Serena, for despite her calm exterior, she is very much a romantic at heart. A homebody. She would want a husband’s love and attention, and would wither without it. But I, on the other hand, am quite capable of taking care of myself. I will be happy following my own pursuits. I will have my own friends—I make friends easily, you see—and I shall do things with them. Go to balls and dances and the opera and—oh, all the exciting things there are to do here in London. I promise I will not be begging you to accompany me everywhere. And I will not expect romance from you.”


“Don’t be a fool,” he said, scowling darkly. “You will fall in love someday, and then what will you do? You will be stuck in a loveless marriage.”

“Oh, no!” Charity looked shocked, and once more indignant. “I would never betray my husband!”

“I did not say you would. But you would not be able to stop your unhappiness, and I do not wish an unhappy wife, either.”

“But I will not be unhappy, I assure you,” Charity responded blithely. “I am the most unromantic of women. I have never lost my heart to anyone. I have never swooned and sighed over any young man, as so many other girls I know do. I do not think I am suited for love.”

“At eighteen, you have hardly had the opportunity.”

“Oh, but I have,” she assured him naively, and Simon was aware of a sudden, strange spurt of anger inside him. “I’ve been to assemblies back home, and my dance card is always full. I am much admired,” she said loftily, lifting her nose in the air, but then she spoiled the pose by giggling. “I have even had two proposals of marriage—though I must confess one of them doesn’t count, because I think he was only trying to lure me out into the garden.”

“Someone dared to try to accost you?” Simon scowled fiercely.

“No, of course not. I was not such a fool as to go into the garden with him. I told you, I am well able to take care of myself. And my heart has never been in danger. Believe me, I have no wish to be in love. I have seen what happens when a couple marries for love. I have seen what my parents did, and then, after a few years, they fell out of love. Honestly, now I think they hardly even like each other. Mama blames Papa, saying she could have married higher than the younger son of the younger son of an earl, and sometimes Papa gets exasperated and says he wished that she would have. It is very sad, and not at all something I wish to happen to me. I decided long ago that I would not marry in the heat of love—and more recently I think I’ve discovered that it is not in me to feel that heat. It’s no doubt very ungenteel and unfeminine of me, but—” Charity shrugged “—there it is. I am perfectly suited to a marriage such as you propose, and I would be quite happy in it. For I would like to have children, and I would be very happy spending time with them. And that, after all, is why you want to marry, is it not? For children?”

“Yes.” A flame sparked in his eyes. “I want children.”

“Then you see? We are not at all unsuitable. We want the same things.”

“You are so innocent. You haven’t the faintest idea what marriage is about.” Simon’s voice was rough. He strode over to her, his expression dark and forbidding. “Marriage is not some pretty little watercolor scene of parties and fashionable clothes and children all dressed up in neat little clothes.” He grasped her arms, startling her, and said, “This is what marriage to me would involve.”

He pulled her up hard against him, and his mouth came down to cover hers.








CHAPTER TWO



CHARITY FROZE IN SURPRISE. At first she was aware, in some amazement, only of how very hard and muscled Dure’s body was against hers, and then of how incredibly soft his lips were in contrast. His mouth moved on hers, hot and seeking, his lips pressing hers apart. His tongue flicked along the seam of her lips, and she gasped a little. He seized the opportunity to slip his tongue into her mouth, shocking her even more.

Charity had been kissed once or twice, but those had been chaste and naive things, nothing like this, so curiously hard and soft, so heated and demanding. She pressed against Simon in return, her own lips responding, and her arms stole up to clasp his neck, holding on to him as wild sensations rocked her body. She had never felt anything so wonderful, so exciting, as the way his hot tongue explored her mouth and his lips rocked against hers. His arms were like iron around her, enfolding her in his heat, and even that was exciting. Her body trembled in his arms.

Simon made a harsh noise deep in his throat and released her abruptly, stepping back. Charity staggered back a little, and her hand went out to grasp the back of the chair. She wasn’t sure that she could stand upright without its support. She gazed at him for a moment in astonishment, her eyes wide with wonder, her face flushed, and her mouth soft and glistening.

Desire thrummed through Simon’s veins, and his chest rose and fell with his harsh panting. He had intended to kiss the girl just to prove his point, to frighten her off and show her how little she knew about the marital state she so blithely wanted to enter. But when his lips touched hers, fire had ignited him. He wanted to keep on kissing her, and to do much more than kiss her. Her mouth had been sweet, her breasts soft and yielding against his chest…. Even now, just looking at her, her lips soft and damp from his mouth, her eyes lambent, he wanted to pull her back into his arms and kiss her again. More than that, he wanted her in his bed. Yet he knew that he could not, must not—she was too innocent, too young, for him. And she was certain to be repelled by what he had just done; she would do exactly as he had intended, and flee the room. It was what he wanted; it was for the best. Yet he could not quiet the passion that boiled in him, telling him to chase after her if she did run from him.

“Is that—is that what a man’s kiss is like?” Charity asked wonderingly. Her tongue tentatively touched her lip, tasting him there.

A shudder ran through Simon at the gesture, so unconsciously seductive. “Yes.” He ground out the single word, his fists clenching in an effort to hold back from her.

“And is that what you do when you marry—to make children?”

“Yes, and more. Much more.”

Her eyes widened, and he was sure that she would cry out in horror and leave. But instead she said, “Then I—I think that I should like marriage very much.”


Dure stifled a groan as he struggled to hold on to his composure. He whipped around and strode away from her to the window. For a long moment, he gazed out, his back to her, his body rigid. Then he turned and, giving her a short bow, said, “All right, Miss Emerson, you have persuaded me. I shall call on your father this afternoon to ask for your hand in marriage.”

 

Charity leaned back against the seat of the hack, staring sightlessly across its gloomy interior. Her entire body felt as if it were glowing. He had kissed her! And such a kiss—Charity had never imagined that anything could feel the way his kiss had. She could still feel his body, hard and masculine, against hers, his arms wrapped tightly around her so that she seemed almost surrounded by him. It should have been frightening, she thought, to be held that way by such a large, strong man, a veritable stranger to her. Instead, it had been exhilarating.

She smiled a little to herself, and her gloved fingertips went unconsciously to her mouth. His lips had claimed hers, taken her as his own. To think that this was what happened between a husband and wife! She had never been entirely sure, being a genteel young lady brought up in the most sheltered way, but she had assumed that whatever the married state entailed, it was something rather boring. Few husbands and wives of her acquaintance looked as if they had ever shared anything exciting. Yet they must have done what Lord Dure had just done with her, if that was the way one set about making children. She found the idea hard to reconcile with what she had seen of marriage.

It occurred to her that perhaps what she had felt was not commonly experienced by married couples. Perhaps Lord Dure was special…different…. Perhaps the delicious feelings that had run through her when she was in his embrace were something that only he was capable of arousing. She thought about the things that were whispered of him, the way her mother had protested that he was given to lewd company, and she wondered if he had acquired the hot, wonderful way he kissed in that company. Was it perhaps an unseemly thing that loose women had taught him?

Then thank God for their training, she thought, and a delightful shiver ran through her. It was probably quite base of her to think so, Charity knew, but then, she had long ago become accustomed to not thinking or feeling the way she was supposed to. Her spirit had never been the delicate, shy, sweet one of a true lady, and her mother had often despaired of her. Charity had never understood why she was the way she was—different from her sisters and, indeed, from all the young ladies she knew—any more than she had understood why the things she said so often shocked those around her.

But Lord Dure had not seemed to be shocked by what she said—surprised, true, but not horrified or disgusted. He had seemed more amused than anything. She had not missed his hidden smiles or his choked laughs, and they had given her hope that he would accept her plan. He was not stodgy, as were most of the men she knew. She had sensed that he was different the first time she saw him, peering down through the banisters with her younger sisters. Belinda, the silly chit, had said that he looked dangerous, but Charity had not thought so. There was a hardness to his features, true, and his coloring was dark, giving him a mysterious, almost foreign aspect. But there had been something about him, Charity was not sure what, that intrigued her. He had looked like someone grimly doing his duty, coming to call on Serena, and it had confirmed Charity’s opinion that he had no interest in Serena, only in marrying a suitable young woman. Charity had also thought that it would not be so bad to be married to him, that he didn’t look frightening to her, only bored and a little impatient, and she wondered what he looked like when he smiled. It was then that the first spark of her idea had come to life in her brain.

And now—she hugged the knowledge to herself—her scheme had come to fruition. He had accepted her idea; he had not sent her away in indignant outrage, or treated her like a foolish child. Instead, he had agreed. He had kissed her.

The hack stopped a block from her aunt’s house, and Charity walked the rest of the way. She slipped in the side door and made her way up to her room, thankful to meet neither of her parents on the way.

Serena was in the bedroom they shared, seated by the window reading a book, and she looked up, relief flooding her face, when Charity entered. “There you are! Wherever have you been all morning? I was worried sick. I made excuses to Mama, of course, but I had no idea if I was doing right.”

“You did wonderfully well,” Charity returned gaily. “I’ve been out walking. What else?”

“This long? You woke me up slipping out of the room this morning. Why were you so furtive, if you were just going for a walk? And where could you have gone?”

“Why, I went to Hyde Park, of course, and I’m afraid I did spend rather too much time there. I miss the country, and—” She broke off at her sister’s skeptical stare. “Oh, all right. You know me too well. I did go somewhere else, but I’m not going to tell you, not yet. First I want to make sure that it works out. I don’t want to get your hopes up.”

“My hopes?” Serena questioned warily. She was a pretty young woman, with a pleasant expression and a sweet smile, but at the moment, her looks were marred by knit brows and a mouth thinned by suspicion. “Charity, exactly what were you doing? You had better tell me, you know. Have you gotten yourself into another scrape?”

“Of course not!” Charity retorted indignantly. “I haven’t gotten into a scrape in…oh, ages.” She waved her hand airily.

“Then what were you doing?” Serena persisted.

Charity grimaced. She didn’t want to tell Serena what she had done. Serena would be thoroughly shocked. Charity knew that it would never occur to her sister to do something so scandalous as visit a bachelor in his home, nor would she have countenanced it in her sister, even if it would free her from a marriage she did not want. That was why Charity had been careful not to reveal her plan to Serena before she put it into action. Serena would have done everything she could to stop her from acting so impetuously—perhaps even reveal Charity’s plan to their parents. And now, even though the thing was done and Serena could not undo it, she would still scold her for doing something so outrageous.

But Charity was not one to avoid trouble. So she sighed and straightened her shoulders and told Serena the truth. “I went to Lord Dure’s house and asked him not to marry you. I suggested that he marry me, instead.”

Serena stared, too shocked by what Charity had said to even scold. “What?”


Charity started to repeat what she had said, but Serena waved her hand. “No, no, I did not mean that. I heard you. I just could not believe you. Charity, did you actually go to that man’s home?”

Charity nodded. “Yes.”

Serena’s cheeks flooded with color, and she put her hands up to them, as if to cool them. “Oh, no…What will he think of you? Of me? Oh, Charity, how could you have done such a thing?”

Charity gnawed uncertainly at her lower lip. “I thought it was for the best. Are you…terribly angry with me?”

“But what did he say? What did he do? Was he furious with you?”

“No. He was quite calm. Actually, I think he was rather entertained by me. He smiled and chuckled.”

“Oh, no,” Serena groaned, closing her eyes. “He was laughing at us? Is he going to tell everyone? Will we be the laughingstock of London?”

“No! Serena! Have you so little faith in me? He wouldn’t spread such rumors about the future Lady Dure.” She paused portentously. “He agreed to marry me instead of you.”

Serena’s eyes popped open. “What? He actually agreed to such a madcap scheme?”

“It wasn’t madcap!” Charity protested. “It was very reasonable, and he saw that. He said he had no wish to marry someone who didn’t want to marry him, and he agreed that he wanted to marry only for an heir, as you said, and that I would do as well as you.”

“He said that?”

“Well, not in so many words,” Charity admitted. “But he did agree to it. He told me that he would call on Papa this afternoon to ask for my hand.”


“I cannot believe it.”

Charity looked wounded. “You think no man would want to marry me, even one who was not marrying for love?”

“No, of course not. There will be many men who would give anything to marry you,” Serena assured her warmly. “You are by far the prettiest of us, and you are so very kind and generous. But the earl of Dure! And after you had done something so improper, so scandalous! I cannot fathom it. Are you sure that he was not making a game of you? To repay you for your behavior?”

Cold fear knotted in Charity’s stomach. What if Serena was right? What if he had only been playing a joke with her? Charity had painful visions of Dure’s throwing Serena aside and laughing about Charity and her family through all the best salons of London. “No,” she breathed, “he would not. He is not so cruel, nor so proud.”

“He seems to me to be a very proud man,” Serena retorted. “And I would think he could be quite cruel. He is a cold man.”

The two sisters looked at each other. Charity lifted her chin. “No. I refuse to believe it. He was quite sincere. He had his doubts. He told me I was too young. But I convinced him in the end.”

She thought of his kiss, seemingly his final test of her, and a blush tinged her cheeks. For the first time, she wondered if he had enjoyed it as much as she had, and if it had been that which had convinced him to marry her.

Serena did not notice her sister’s embarrassment. She was staring blankly across the room, trying to absorb the news, fear and hope warring within her. “Can it really be?”

“Yes! I believe what he told me. He would not have lied or played a game with me. I do not think he is that sort of man.” She paused, anxiety tightening her stomach, and added, “But it is possible that he might change his mind, once he thinks it over. Perhaps he will decide that what I did was too scandalous for a future Lady Dure, that I would not be a fit wife for him.”

“I did not mean that you would not be a fit wife for him—or any man!” Serena said, immediately contrite. She went to her sister and took her by the shoulders, saying earnestly, “You are the dearest and sweetest of women. And any man should be proud to have you for a wife. I should not have said what I did to you. I spoke hastily and out of fear. I was simply overset with worry about where you had been, and then, when you said that you’d been to see him, well…I snapped at you. What you did was improper, of course, and I do wish you would think before you jump in next time. But if the Earl decides that you are not a proper enough wife for him, then he does not deserve you. And if he is not what you think, and chooses to spread scandalous gossip of us around town, then he deserves neither of us.”

Charity smiled at her gentle sister’s pugnacious look, and gave her a quick hug. “I am afraid you look at me with a fond sister’s eye, but thank you, anyway. Let us not think about the worst. Let us simply hope that he will be exactly as I think him.” She hesitated, then went on tentatively, “Serena…have I done wrong? You are not upset with me, are you? You truly did not wish to marry the earl?”

Serena stared at her, too astonished to speak for a moment. “No! Charity, how can you even ask such a thing? You know of my feelings for Reverend Woodson. How could I want to marry any other? You know I would never agree to it if it were not my filial duty.”


“I know.” Charity frowned thoughtfully. “Serena, would you tell me the truth?”

“Of course.” Serena looked affronted.

“Has the reverend ever kissed you?”

Serena’s rosy blush was answer enough, but Serena also nodded, looking down. “It was bad of us, I know, for we knew that my parents would never approve of the match, but once, when we were walking down by Lichfield Wash…”

“And was it pleasurable?”

“Charity! Such questions!” But Serena had to smile. “Yes, you baggage. It was pleasurable. I felt…uplifted.” Her eyes glowed, telling the truth of her words.

Charity relaxed. “And did His Lordship ever kiss you?”

“Lord Dure?” Serena looked amazed. “No, of course not. Why, we are barely acquaintances.”

“But you were nigh on to betrothed to the man,” Charity pointed out. “Didn’t you wonder? Didn’t he try?”

“Well, he kissed my hand several times, when he took his leave.”

Charity rolled her eyes. “That is not when I mean.”

“I know.” Serena shrugged. “He was always a gentleman.”

Charity suspected that the way he had acted with her would not be classified as gentlemanly, but it had felt wonderful.

The two sisters waited on pins and needles through the next few hours. Every time there was the sound of carriage wheels outside their window, they tensed, but none of the vehicles ever stopped for Lord Dure to disembark. Nor, hard as they strained their ears, could they hear the thud of the front door knocker up here on the third floor.


For a while, they passed their time by doing up Charity’s hair. Over the years the girls had become adept at doing each other’s hair, for they had not the money to spare for a personal maid. In a hurry this morning, Charity had taken the time only to catch her thick hair back in a soft roll. But now Serena pinned it up on her crown in a knot, letting a cluster of finger curls fall from it. It was a soft, bouncy style, well suited to her.

Then Charity changed into a pale pink afternoon dress, which actually belonged to Serena. Looking in the mirror, Charity was well pleased with her image. She appeared older and prettier, she thought, less of a country mouse.

After that, there was nothing to do but wait. Serena’s doubts filled Charity’s mind, and she fidgeted and paced and snapped irritably at Horatia and Belinda when they tumbled into the room in a boisterous game of tag. Belinda stuck out her tongue at Charity, and Charity retaliated by tossing a small pillow at her, and suddenly the four of them were romping about, like schoolgirls all, chasing and throwing pillows and tickling one another when caught. Finally Elspeth emerged from her small room. She, alone of the sisters, was given a room to herself, because her frequent insomnia was aggravated by having anyone sleeping in the room with her.

“You have awakened me,” Elspeth told them in a whispery voice. “I had just gotten to sleep…I’ve been laid low by a headache today.”

“Sorry, Ellie,” Charity responded, but her blue eyes danced in a less-than-penitent manner.

It was then that one of their aunt’s maids hurried up the stairs and came to a breathless halt in front of the sisters.

“Miss Charity, you’re wanted in the front drawing room. Right away, your father said.” Her eyes were wide, and sparkling with interest.

Charity glanced at Serena, whose face had the same arrested expression that Charity was sure was on hers. Hope flooded her. Dure had come!

She whirled and hurried down the stairs, holding her dress up above her ankles. She would not let herself think about any other possibility, such as Dure’s having sent word to their father of his daughter’s highly improper behavior this morning. Lifting her head, she sailed across the hall and into the drawing room. The two men inside the room turned at her entrance.

Her face was flushed and her hair slightly mussed from the games she had been playing abovestairs with her younger siblings, and her eyes sparkled. Simon straightened unconsciously, his eyes sweeping over her, and he smiled. Lytton Emerson, on the other hand, simply gazed at her with the same slightly stunned expression that had been on his face for the past few minutes, ever since the earl of Dure had informed him that he wanted the hand of his third daughter in marriage, not that of his first.

“Ah, Charity, there you are.” Lytton smiled, a little uneasily. Serena was a biddable girl, and would do as she was told. Charity he had some doubts about. It occurred to Mr. Emerson that she might refuse to marry a man she had never met, and then they would all be in severe trouble.

“Hello, Papa.” Her eyes went inquiringly to Lord Dure, as she played the part of one who did not know the man.

“Charity, this is Lord Dure. I…He…The fact is, His Lordship has been gracious enough to ask for your hand in marriage.”

“Indeed?” Charity opened her eyes wider, in a creditable look of surprise, and turned to Dure. “But, Your Lordship, you do not know me. How could you wish to marry me?”

Simon’s lips thinned as he suppressed a smile. His dark eyes, lit with amusement, met hers. “Ah, but I have seen you from afar, Miss Emerson, and my affections were immediately engaged.”

“You are a man who makes up his mind quickly.” Charity dimpled, mischief lurking in her eyes.

“Yes, I am.” Simon strode toward her. “I usually know what I want.” He stopped in front of her, too close for politeness, looming over her, and his dark eyes glinted down at her. “What is your answer, Miss Emerson?”

Charity tilted back her head to look at him. “Why, yes, of course, my lord,” she replied demurely. “What other answer could there be?”

“You have made me a very happy man,” he replied formally, and raised her hands to his lips. A thrill darted through Charity at the touch of his mouth on her flesh. It was a common enough gesture, with little meaning, but still, the brush of his lips, warm and velvety against her skin, made her shiver.

She wondered how Serena could have experienced even this brief touch of his mouth on the back of her hand and not felt some excitement. Suddenly she was very glad that Serena had not, and even more glad that Dure had never kissed Serena on the mouth.

Charity was shocked to feel jealousy rear its ugly head within her. She had enjoyed her popularity at the assemblies she had attended, for she had pride aplenty. But never had she felt envy or jealousy when one of her squires danced or flirted with another young woman. But she realized that she had no desire to share anything of this man with anyone, including her favorite sister. She supposed it was because he would be her husband.

“I must take my leave now,” Simon went on. “I shall see you again soon. Will you be attending Lady Rotterham’s ball tomorrow night?”

“I don’t know,” Charity replied blankly.

“Of course,” her father said genially, cutting in. “We shall be there.”

“Good. Then I look forward to seeing you.” Dure nodded to Charity, then her father, and strode from the room.

When they heard the front door close behind him, Lytton turned to his daughter, eyebrows shooting up. “Did you understand this?”

At that moment Charity’s mother swept into the room, her face wreathed in smiles. Caroline Emerson’s jaw dropped ludicrously when she saw Charity standing there with Lytton. “Charity! But where is Serena? What has happened? I know I heard Dure’s voice in here.”

“You did.” Lytton turned his bewildered face toward his wife. “He was just here asking to marry Charity.”

It took a moment for the words to sink in. Then Caroline gasped, “Charity! What do you mean?” She rounded on her daughter. “What have you done! How could you have done this to your own sister?”

“What are you talking about?” Lytton asked, confused.

“I have done nothing to her, except save her from a marriage she despised,” Charity retorted hotly. She loved her mother, but Caroline was a proud woman of rigid beliefs, and they had quarreled often—and sometimes bitterly.

“Despised! How could Serena despise such a marriage?” Caroline asked in honest astonishment. “Dure is an earl. She would be a countess!”

“Serena has no interest in being a countess.”

“What nonsense! You are merely trying to excuse this trick you have played on her.”

“I played no trick. Serena knows, and she approves of what I did.”

“What did you do?” Lytton asked, still bewildered. “I don’t understand. What is going on?”

“Oh, Lytton. It’s obvious—Charity has somehow contrived to steal Lord Dure away from Serena.”

“I did not steal him! I simply asked Lord Dure to marry me instead of Serena, because Serena did not want to marry him.”

“But when—How—” Lytton sputtered. “You have never even met His Lordship.”

“Lytton, do be quiet,” Caroline snapped. “She has met him somehow. How else could she have managed to arrange this charade?” She swung back to her daughter. “But how can you say that Serena did not want to marry him? She said nothing of this to me.”

“How could she? She knew how important it was to you and Papa, to the whole family, that she marry someone wealthy. She was going to do her duty, as she always does. But she dreaded it. You would know that, if you had heard her crying in her bed at night, as I have.”

“But how could she be unhappy?” Lytton asked, puzzled and worried. “She would have been a countess. Dure is not old, or ugly, or mad. His family is excellent, and he has money and land. She could have had anything she wanted.”

“Except the man she loves,” Charity pointed out.

At that pronouncement her parents erupted into bellows and squawks and torrent of questions. Caroline collapsed upon the nearest chair, fanning her face and threatening to swoon.

“What the devil is going on here?” an imperious old voice demanded, and Aunt Ermintrude hobbled into the room, leaning on her cane.

She was actually Charity’s great-aunt, her father’s aunt, and she had not aged gracefully. Rather, she had fought it tooth and nail. The necklines of her gowns were disgracefully low, revealing a great deal of wrinkled skin, and she dyed her hair an improbable shade of red. Charity’s mother called her a relic from an age when people had few morals; Caroline deplored the bluntness of the woman’s speech. For her part, Aunt Ermintrude disliked Caroline with equal vigor. However, she did take an interest in Charity and her sisters, and it was for their sake that she had invited the Emerson family to visit her for the season and bring out Serena and Elspeth.

She cast an irritated look around the room. “It sounds like a menagerie in here!”

“Lord Dure has offered for me,” Charity told her succinctly.

“For you!” Aunt Ermintrude’s eyes began to twinkle, and she banged her cane against the floor as she let out a cackle of laughter. “Why, you cunning little thing, you! Stole the march on your sister, eh?”

“I did not take him from Serena!” Charity protested. “Well, that is, I did, but not wickedly. She does not want to marry him.”

“She says Serena loves another!” Caroline put in accusingly, glaring at Charity as if Serena’s preference in suitors were her fault.


“Who?” Aunt Ermintrude asked, leaning forward with great interest.

“Reverend Woodson.”

For once Charity’s mother was speechless. Both she and Lytton simply stared at Charity, mouths agape in astonishment.

“Bah!” Aunt Ermintrude exclaimed in annoyance, and turned away. “Couldn’t she find anyone more interesting than a pastor? I was hoping for a disinherited son, or a highwayman, something interesting.”

“How would Serena know a highwayman?” Lytton asked his aunt, distracted by such a thought.

“For pity’s sake, Lytton. Aunt Ermintrude is simply making one of her jests,” his wife told him. “Serena cannot possibly think to marry that Woodson boy. Why, he hasn’t a penny to his name.”

“And he’s a pastor,” Lytton pointed out. “Dull sort of life, I should think.”

Charity giggled. “I should think so, too, Papa, but that is what Serena wants. She doesn’t want wealth or position. She wants to marry Reverend Woodson and do good works and lead an exemplary life.”

“Well, she has to think of her family,” Caroline declared. “She can’t be selfish enough to marry into poverty.”

“Why not?” Charity crossed to her mother to make her case. She knew where the real power in the family lay, and it was not in her vague, fox-hunting father. “I will be marrying well now. The Earl of Dure is still going to be your son-in-law.”

“He offered a very generous settlement,” Lytton put in. “Said he doesn’t want us plaguing Charity for money.”

“And, of course, I will be able to bring out the younger girls, just as Serena would have.” Charity went on, looking martyred, “Next year Elspeth can live with us for the season, if you can’t find her a husband this year.”

“A capital idea!” Lytton brightened even more. He far preferred living in the country with his hounds and horses. “We can stay in Siddley-on-the-Marsh and Charity can take care of all that. It sounds perfect, Caroline.”

“So you see, Mama, we have lost nothing, and there is really no reason why Serena should not be allowed to marry as she wishes. She loves the reverend, and he loves her.”

“They have been courting behind our backs?” Caroline’s face darkened.

“No! You know Serena better than that. They have merely met and talked over all sorts of charitable works. She truly loves him, Mama, and you can’t want her to pine away her whole life for him. She would not be happy marrying someone else, and now that the family no longer needs her to marry well, I am sure she will refuse any other suitors. She will wind up unhappy and unmarried.”

“She should have told me,” Caroline said stubbornly. “It was wicked of her to have hidden it from me.”

“Ha!” Aunt Ermintrude put in bluntly. “As if you would have listened to anything the girl had to say. You didn’t know it because you never asked or looked at the girl long enough to see that something was wrong. You were too busy pushing what you wanted on her.”

Caroline started to bristle, and Charity intervened hastily. “Serena knew how much you and Papa wanted her to make an advantageous marriage, so she said nothing to you. But now, oh, please, Mama, say that she may have her pastor.”


Caroline sighed. “I suppose so, if he comes to your father in a proper way once we get back—though why Serena should choose to live in that damp little manse, I don’t know!”

“Thank you, Mama.” Charity leaned forward and kissed her mother on the cheek.

“At least you had the good sense to take Dure,” Caroline went on practically, brightening. “Let’s see, what’s to do first? An announcement to the newspapers, of course…”

Charity bounced up and went upstairs to tell Serena the good news, leaving her mother behind, absorbed in anticipating a grand wedding.
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