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CHAPTER 
ONE
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A shadow entered the house with the early visitor. Alexia sensed trouble even before she saw who had called.

The low voices in the reception hall caused her to pause on the steps as she descended with her workbasket. She heard the tone of firm demand, even if she could not make out the words. She heard the servant’s deferential resistance have no effect. Falkner, the butler, was called. Faced with determined, quiet power, the house’s forces retreated.

Foreboding entered Alexia much as it had when the men arrived to tell the family about Benjamin. She had too much experience with the sensation to ignore its warning. Bad news alters the world at once. It changes the air. A human heart knows grief is coming as surely as a horse senses an approaching storm.

She could not move. Carrying her workbasket out to the garden to join her cousins in the early afternoon sun flew from her mind.

Legs appeared, heading her way. Long legs, sheathed in black trousers and fine boots. They followed the butler toward the staircase. Falkner wore the expression of a servant who had been commanded by a king.

The visitor’s torso appeared, then his shoulders and dark crown. As if sensing someone observed him, he looked up to her spot on the landing.

Alexia immediately understood Falkner’s submission. This visitor’s stature, face, and demeanor could intimidate even if one did not know his exalted station. Dark hair, unruly as if the brushes had been forgotten this morning, framed a handsome face composed of strong, chiseled planes. Signs of fatigue dulled his deeply set, midnight-blue eyes. Strained forbearance tightened his square jaw and firmly set mouth. Lord Hayden Rothwell, brother of the fourth Marquess of Easterbrook, presented the image of a weary man determined to see through an unpleasant task. It went without saying that he had not come in response to the many calling cards Timothy had left at Easterbrook’s home over the last year.

As they approached her, Falkner caught her eye and communicated his dismay. The butler also sniffed the storm.

Lord Hayden paused on her landing and made the slightest bow. She had been introduced to him once, but he did not address her. As his head rose, his gaze scanned her from toe to head. The assessment was so complete, so oddly interested, that she felt her face warming.

The planes of his face vaguely rearranged themselves. As if a statue had come to life, warmth entered his eyes and his mouth relaxed. Sympathy subtly softened him.

In a blink, his stern demeanor returned and abolished the kindness, but she had seen enough to make her heart sick. She recognized pity in the look he had given her. Oh, yes, this man’s arrival heralded nothing good.

“Are you bringing Lord Hayden to the drawing room or the library, Falkner?” She was being too bold, but she did not care. Over the years she had learned that anticipating bad news was much worse than actually hearing it. She had no intention of submissively waiting and worrying.

“The drawing room, Miss Welbourne.”

Lord Hayden guessed her intentions. “Please do not disturb Miss Longworth on my behalf. This is not a social call.”

“We will not send for her, if that is your request. However, it may be some time before Mr. Longworth can attend on you. We can at least see to your comfort.”

She did not wait for approval but turned on her heel and led the way up to the second level.

She set aside her workbasket in the drawing room and saw to the comfort she promised. She played the hostess even though he did not want one.

“It is uncommonly fair for January, don’t you think?” she asked after he agreed to sit on the new, blue-patterned divan. “The day thus far has been glorious.”

His eyebrows rose a fraction at the unfortunate emphasis she put on “thus far.”

“Yes, unseasonably warm these last days,” he said.

“I think such days are cruel, much as I relish them.”

“Cruel?”

“They tease one into believing spring is coming, when there are months of cold and damp ahead.”

For a second a mischievous light sparked in his eyes. “It may be no more than a tease, but I prefer to enjoy the pleasure and worry about the cold when it comes.”

It almost sounded improper when he phrased it that way. She changed the topic with an observation about the recent holidays. He agreed with whatever she said. With fits and starts, she cobbled together an awkward conversation.

His mind was not with her, she could tell. It was on his meeting with Timothy. The air in the drawing room grew thick from the impending doom this man exuded.

She could not bear it any longer. “My cousin is ill, Lord Hayden. Composing himself enough to meet with you may be impossible. Could this not wait for another day?”

“No.”

That was all she got. That one word, spoken flatly, simply, and firmly.

He turned his attention away, to nothing. He kept doing that, just as he had on the stairs. She wondered if he found her company presumptuous. She was not the mistress of the house but merely a cousin. Since he had refused to have Roselyn informed of his visit, it was not her fault he was stuck with a poor second-best.

“Perhaps, sir, if I brought a message to my cousin on the purpose of your visit, he would…”

Her voice trailed off as he stared her down much like a vicar does when silencing a whispering child in church.

She did not care for the expression in his eyes that said he knew what she was doing either. Hayden Rothwell was reputed to be brilliant and brusque and arrogant. She could not disagree with that assessment thus far.

Then again, she had not approached this inquiry very artfully. She tried a different tack. Since he was renowned for his financial acumen, she turned the conversation to that in order to make him amenable to other questions. “Have you heard any news from the City today, Lord Hayden? Does the bank crisis continue?”

“I fear it will continue for some time, Miss Welbourne. Such panics usually do.”

“You have some dealings with my cousin’s bank, I believe. All is well there, I trust.”

“As of an hour ago when I left the City, Darfield and Longworth was still solvent.”

“Thank goodness. There has been no run, then. With so many other banks suffering them, I have been concerned.”

A dark, hard amusement entered his eyes. “No, there has been no run on the bank.”

That relieved her. Several large London banks had failed in the last month. The newspapers were full of stories of the ripples of insolvency hitting smaller county banks. Everywhere one went, there was talk of failure, ruin, and bankruptcy. She suspected that Timothy’s current illness came from worry over his bank’s future.

“Do you have funds there?” He seemed actually interested.

“A mere pittance. My concern is for my cousins.”

She had succeeded in garnering his attention with her financial questions. Rather too well. He looked her over again, longer this time, with a casual arrogance that implied he was entitled to such forwardness while lesser men were not. It was the examination of a man who knew his worth too well and who assumed a dispensation from etiquette as a result.

His attention lingered intensely on her eyes, absorbing her so completely that she had to blink to find her thoughts again. Slowly and deliberately, he took in the rest of her. Her face warmed, and an uncomfortable liveliness prickled all her skin. He flustered her badly, in ways that echoed other flusters caused years ago by another man’s gaze.

Her reaction embarrassed her. She did not think of herself as someone susceptible to a handsome man. She wasn’t a silly girl like young Irene. She silently scolded herself for acting like a foolish spinster grateful for any man’s attention.

There was nothing in his expression to indicate he noticed her ill ease. Nor did she suffer any illusion that his interest was of that nature. She knew what he was thinking. With her brown hair and ordinary face, she was not very impressive. No doubt he saw the ways in which pinching pennies affected her appearance too. This old dress not only was out of style but had discreet bits of mending. She suspected that he saw every secret stitch.

“Miss Welbourne, I think that you and I were introduced at Benjamin’s service,” he said. “You are the cousin from Yorkshire, am I right?”

A pang of horror sounded in her pride. He had not known who she was when he entered this drawing room. Her attendance on him must have seemed very peculiar, and her conversation exceedingly bold, if he did not remember they had been introduced.

A touch of vexation followed her momentary shock. The anger was not with him, although it managed to encompass him anyway. It came from the situation that made her so thoroughly forgettable.

“Yes, we met at Benjamin’s service.” The name and reference summoned an echo of old grief. A service, but not a funeral. Benjamin’s body was not in England but lost at sea. It had been four years since he left England, and she still missed him terribly.

Suddenly Lord Hayden did not appear so stern. A more social countenance softened his beautifully sculpted face.

“I counted him as a friend,” he said. “We met as boys. Their property is not far from Easterbrook’s estate in Oxfordshire.”

Timothy had always alluded to a special connection to Easterbrook and his family, one born of their being neighbors in the country. It was not so close a connection that Timothy’s calling cards were ever returned, of course. If the friendship had been between Benjamin and Hayden Rothwell, however, that explained a few things, such as why Lord Hayden had been at that service.

“You also fought in Greece, did you not?” she asked, glad to explore this topic that made him less severe and that touched on dear Benjamin.

“Yes, I was one of the idealistic philhellenes who have joined the Greek cause against Turkey. I was there early in the war, at the same time as your cousin. Unlike him and Byron, I was fortunate enough to survive the adventure.”

She pictured Benjamin, ever the optimist, a man so full of life and joy that it made him reckless, fighting like a hero for a people’s freedom with an ancient temple on the hill behind him. She treasured that image of him. Since Lord Hayden had been there too, she supposed she did not mind too much that he had inventoried her unimpressive appearance.

He was doing it again, only it was not her dress that he scrutinized. It was her face and…her.

“Forgive me, Miss Welbourne. I do not mean to be forward, but your eyes are an unusual color. Like violets. Is it the light here, or has this been noted before?”

“It is not the light. That color is my one distinctive feature.”

He did not disagree, which she thought ungallant. He weighed her response, then his own. “He spoke of you with respect and affection. Benjamin did, in Greece. Not by name. Violet eyes, however—I remember that reference. I did not notice at the service that yours had that color or I would have told you then, for what comfort it might have offered.”

Her heart flooded with an emotion sweet and perfect, despite the painful nostalgia that provoked it. She barely contained her reaction, and her eyes misted. Benjamin had spoken of her in the days before he died. He had confided in this man sitting with her in the drawing room. Lord Hayden knew of their love and plans. She was sure he did.

She no longer cared about his purpose in coming. Her gratitude for this small indication that Benjamin had truly cared for her, had sincerely meant to marry her, was so intense that she could forgive him anything right now.

She looked on him much more kindly. He was a very handsome man, now that she let herself notice. Not entirely severe either, it seemed. The hardness around his mouth was the fault of breeding, after all. He could not help it if his bones made a portrait of angles and planes instead of happy hills.

“Thank you for telling me that. I miss my cousin badly still. It touches me that he thought of me while he was gone.”

She yearned for him to repeat exactly what Ben had said. If he had such inclinations, they were thwarted. Timothy chose that moment to make his entrance into the drawing room.

Timothy looked quite ill, with florid color and glassy eyes. She wondered if he carried a fever. His valet had turned him out properly, however, so his sandy hair and flushed face topped coats and neckwear that spoke of his tendency to sartorial excess.

“Rothwell.”

“Thank you for making time for me, Longworth.”

Alexia rose at once and took her leave. Her heart still sang with happiness at learning that Benjamin spoke of her eyes to his bachelor friends while in Greece. She could not ignore that the mood of impending bad news had reclaimed the house, however.

         

Clutching her workbasket, Alexia entered the garden to join her cousins. The ivy and boxwood could not approximate the garden’s summer glory, but the sun burned away the worst of the chill, and the lack of wind made the garden hospitable.

Roselyn and Irene waited at an iron table, with two bonnets and bags of ribbons and notions. Alexia decided not to mention the visitor inside. Maybe the foreboding still throbbing beneath her new joy was ill-founded.

“You were gone a long time,” Irene complained. She held up one of the bonnets. “I still say it cannot be saved and I should get a new one. Timothy said I could.”

“Our brother is too fast to spend,” Roselyn said. “Unless we want your season to ruin us, we must be frugal when we can.”

“Timothy does not speak of frugality. Only you do. Nor will it be a proper season, no matter how many hats and bonnets I have.” A petulant note entered Irene’s tone. “I will not be invited to the best balls. All my friends have said so.”

“At least you will have a season,” Roselyn said. “Would you rather be the sister of an important banker, or the sister of an impoverished country gentleman? You should thank God our brothers invested in this endeavor. If we were back in Oxfordshire, you would be happy to see one new hat a year, and would choose it most carefully instead of buying three that do not become you.”

Alexia sat between them, hoping to end the argument by making a barrier. As the youngest of the Longworth siblings, Irene did not appreciate the good fortune that had come with Benjamin’s decision eight years ago to invest in the bank. She saw only what she had lost in status and did not weigh that against the luxury that had been gained.

Roselyn at twenty-five remembered the bad years when debt caused the sale of their lands in Oxfordshire. Her own season had been impossible when she was of age for it, and her chances for marriage dim. When the bank’s more recent success produced a long line of suitors, she had proven skeptical and discriminating. Alexia suspected that Roselyn resented that all these doting young men had managed to fall in love with her only after her family became rich.

“We can replace the pink satin ribbon with this yellow,” Alexia said. “And look here, I can trim the straw on the sides, so it brings the bow closer to your face.”

“I will hate it. I do not care for remade bonnets, even ones remade with your skill. Take it for yourself, if you want. You can have the dress that goes with it too, so you will not have to wear that high-waisted one anymore. I will tell my maid that it is to be yours, so she will not claim it first.”

Alexia stared at the ribbons’ mix of shine and color gleaming in the sunlight. Irene was not cruel by nature, just young and, due to the free-spending ways of her brother, spoiled.

A heavy silence claimed the table. Irene picked up the bonnet, fretted over it, then threw it down.

“Apologize,” Roselyn said in a dangerous voice. “I have half a mind to send you down to the country. London is turning your head, and it is most unattractive. You forget who you are.”

“She forgets nothing,” Alexia snapped. She immediately wished she had not spoken, but it was out in all its pique and resentment.

She took a deep, calming breath. “Nor do I forget who I am. Only you do because you are so good. Everyone else knows that I am dependent on this family, a poor relative who should be grateful for my young cousin’s castoffs. Every bite I eat is out of the charity of your brother.”

“Oh, Alexia, I did not mean…” Irene’s face crumbled with regret.

“That is not true,” Roselyn said. “You are one of us.”

“It is true. I accommodated myself to my situation years ago. I do not mind.”

Except she did mind. She tried not to, but it chafed. The humility and gratitude required of her situation sometimes escaped her, especially since she had not felt obligated to don that retiring demeanor at first.

Her slide had been inevitable when her family’s property went to a second cousin. There had been no invitation to live with that heir, the way her father had assumed, however. Barely eighteen, she had been forced to write to the Longworths, cousins on her mother’s side, asking for a place with them. She had brought nothing to them but twenty pounds a year and a talent for remaking hats.

Benjamin, the eldest, had never let her feel beholden, even though her arrival had coincided with the launch of his new venture and for the first year there would not be much to spare. His quick smile and good humor had refused to permit a pose of demure subservience on her part. Only after he died did the reality of her dependence become clear. Where Ben had assumed he should provide for her as he did for his sisters, Timothy did not. She only advised while on visits to the London modistes now. Timothy saw her as the burden she was, while Benjamin had seen her as…

A carefully preserved memory of love, an echo of an emotion deep and poignant, made her heart ache. He had seen her as a dear cousin and a dear friend, and that last year had alluded to so much more. If what Lord Hayden had said was true, she had not misunderstood. If Ben had returned from Greece, he would have married her.

She picked up the bonnet. “Thank you, Irene. I will be glad to have it. Blue ribbon, I think now. Neither pink nor yellow has ever complemented my hair or complexion.”

Roselyn caught Alexia’s eyes with an apologetic look. Alexia returned one with her own message. I was born the daughter of a gentleman, but here I am now, almost twenty-six, with no fortune and no future. Such is the way of the world. Do not pity me, I beg you.

“Who is that?” Irene asked, interrupting the silent conversation. “Up there, at the drawing-room window.”

Roselyn turned in time to see the dark hair and broad shoulders before the man retreated from the glass. “We have a visitor? Falkner should have sent for me.”

Alexia began removing the pink ribbon. “He asked only to speak with Timothy and begged that you not be disturbed.”

“But Timothy is ill.”

“He rose from his bed all the same.”

Alexia felt Roselyn’s attention on her as she busied herself with the hat.

“Who is it?” Roselyn asked.

“Rothwell.”

“Lord Elliot Rothwell? The historian? What business—”

“His brother Lord Hayden Rothwell.”

Irene’s eyes widened. She bounced and clapped her hands. “He came here? I may faint. He is sooo handsome.”

Roselyn frowned. She looked at the window. “Oh, dear.”

         

“You have been drinking, Longworth,” Hayden said. “Are you sober enough to hear and remember what I say?”

Longworth slouched comfortably on the blue divan. “Too damned sober.”

Hayden examined Timothy Longworth. Yes, he was sober enough, which was good since this could not wait. The plan’s chance for success diminished with each hour.

“I spent the last two days with Darfield while you hid in your bed drinking,” he said. “The bank should survive this current crisis, if you do as I say.”

“I told Darfield it would. He is an old woman and feared the reserves were too low, but I said we were solid.”

“It will survive only because I made the decision yesterday to keep the family deposits with you. Word of that alone stopped a run that began this morning.”

“There was a run?” Longworth had the decency to look chagrined. “I should have been there, I know.”

“Hell, yes, you should have been there.”

“The worst has passed, however? The danger is averted, you said.”

“Hardly. Despite pulling through today, the bank still is in serious danger. Furthermore, I am reconsidering my position with you. The choice is a hard one, because if I remove the family’s money, the bank will fail. If it does, you will surely hang.”

Longworth stilled. He became a sprawled statue of indifference.

Hayden resented like hell being entangled with Timothy Longworth. He had ensured the bank’s growth with family funds and deposits in order to help a good friend. He had not signed on to save the neck of this younger brother.

Longworth smiled broadly. That made him look more like Benjamin, despite his light coloring, which was in contrast to Ben’s dark hair and eyes. It was a resemblance that Hayden would rather not see right now.

“Of course you are speaking metaphorically when you say ‘hang.’ Although ruined is a bare improvement, it is not death.”

“When I say hang, I mean hang. Gallows. Noose. Dead.”

“Banks fail all the time. Five have during the last fortnight in London alone, and dozens in the counties. It is no crime. That is what happens during financial crises.”

“It is not the bank’s failure that will send you to the gallows but what the accounting afterward would reveal.”

“Nothing to endanger me, I assure you.”

Hayden’s patience ebbed fast. He had not slept last night as he and Darfield sorted through the mess hidden within the bank’s accounts. The fury that he had barely contained upon learning the worst now threatened to break the frayed leash that held it in check.

“I decided to leave the family money with you, Longworth, but I worried about my aunt and her daughter. Their three percent funds are all they have, and they are dependent on the income. As their trustee I could not risk it. So that part, that small part, I decided to remove.”

Longworth cocked his head as if this preamble confused him, but the first signs of panic sparked in his eyes.

“Imagine my shock when I saw that their consols had been sold and that my name, as trustee for my aunt, had been forged to do it.”

Tiny pearls of sweat rose on Longworth’s brow. “See here, are you insinuating that I forged—”

“I have proof that you repeatedly committed the crime of utterance. You forged other names in order to sell other securities as well. You continued paying out the income so no one would suspect, but you stole tens of thousands of pounds.”

“The hell I did! I am shocked and grieved by this news. Darfield must have done it.”

Hayden strode over, grabbed Longworth by the collar, and lifted him from the divan. “Do not dare impugn that good man’s name. I swear that if you lie to me now, I will wash my hands of you and let you swing.”

Longworth threw up his arms to cover his face, cringing away from the anticipated blow. His fear both checked and disgusted Hayden. He threw Longworth back down on the divan.

Timothy folded forward, his face in his hands. A sickening silence claimed the drawing room, one throbbing with Hayden’s anger and Longworth’s palpable desperation.

“Have you told anyone yet?” Longworth’s voice cracked with emotion.

“Only Darfield knows, and he fears the implications for all the banks if such a scheme comes to light in the current mood abroad in the City.” Hayden had envisioned that horror too often during the last two days. The “funds”—the solid government securities sitting in trusts and paying out income to untold women and retainers and younger sons and daughters—were assumed to be secure. Banks only maintained them for clients. The money was not supposed to be vulnerable at all.

Timothy Longworth had broken a sacred trust in forging those names and taking that capital. If it became known, the current panic would increase tenfold.

“What the hell were you thinking, Longworth?”

“I did it for the bank. We were vulnerable; reserves got low. I did it to protect the deposits—”

“No, damn it.” Only when Longworth jolted did Hayden realize he had yelled. “You did it to buy this house and that coat and the coaches you ride in with your expensive mistress.”

Timothy began to weep. Embarrassed for him, Hayden turned away and looked out the window.

Down in the garden, a pair of violet eyes glanced his way, then turned back to some ribbons and straw. Eyes like violets in the cool shade, and a fetching form that hints of hidden glories. That was how Benjamin had spoken of Miss Welbourne when in his cups one night in Greece. Not entirely respectfully, but affection had been in his voice, so Hayden had not really lied to her. When he saw her reaction—the tears threatening and the way her face softened so sweetly—he wished he had not said a word, however.

Not a beautiful face, but those eyes made that irrelevant. Their unusual color captivated first, then one noticed how they reflected an intense spirit and intelligent mind. Worldliness showed too, as if this woman understood the realities of life too well. While sitting under the unrelenting gaze of those eyes, he had forgotten for a few moments the horrible mission that had brought him to this house today.

A mouth like a rose, with nectar as sweet. Apparently Ben had trifled with more than Miss Welbourne’s emotions. Nothing surprising about that. A man bursting with life the way Benjamin Longworth was managed to trifle with a lot of women.

Roselyn and Irene Longworth, Benjamin’s sisters, sat in the sun with Miss Welbourne. The elder was a handsome woman with fair skin and dark golden hair and a sweet face. She was distinctive in her beauty but proud by all accounts. The younger one’s hair was long and pale, her form slight and still childish.

He felt a presence by his side. Longworth had risen from the divan. He also gazed down at the three women in the garden.

“Oh, God, when they learn of it—”

“I swear that they will never learn the truth from me. If we can save your neck, you can tell them whatever lies you want. A forger and thief should be able to devise good ones.”

“Save my—there is a way? Oh, mercy, whatever…however…”

Hayden waited while Longworth again collected his composure.

“How much, Longworth?”

He shrugged. “Twenty thousand maybe. I did not mean to. Not really. The first time it was to be a loan of sorts, to pay off an unexpected debt—”

“Not how much did you take. How much do you have?”

“Have?”

“Your only chance is if we make them whole, every one of them. With what you have and with notes you sign.”

“That will mean telling them!”

“If they suffer no loss, however—”

“It would take only one to speak of it for me to…”

“To hang. Yes. One forgery was enough to do it. You will have to hope that repayment will satisfy them and that they understand that only silence will ensure that repayment. I will speak for you, and that may help.”

“Pay them all? I will be ruined. Totally ruined!”

“You will be alive.”

Longworth gripped the sill of the window and steadied himself. He gazed out again and his eyes moistened. “What will I tell them? And Alexia—if we are reduced to the income from the country rents, if I must pay off debts with it too, I cannot support her.” As if a new horror occurred to him, his face fell.

Hayden guessed why. “Did you steal her meager funds too? I did not check the small accounts.”

Longworth’s face reddened.

“You are a scoundrel, Longworth. Thank God on your knees tonight that I owe your dead brother a debt of duty and honor.”

Timothy was not listening. His eyes glazed as he looked into the future. “Irene was to come out this season, and—”

Hayden closed his ears to the litany of grief that was coming. He had devised a way to save Longworth’s life and to avoid revelations that would make the current panic burn out of control. He could not spare Longworth the ruin this solution would entail.

A profound weariness saturated him, one born of a long night full of calculations and anger and moral deliberations. “Sit. I will tell you how much is needed, and we will determine how you will repay it.”



CHAPTER 
TWO
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Ruined.

The word hung in the air. The room went silent.

Alexia’s blood chilled. Tim appeared very ill now. He had retreated to his chamber after Lord Hayden left today but had risen from his bed this evening. He had just summoned her and his sisters to the library and informed them of this disaster.

“How, Tim?” Roselyn asked. “A man does not go from this”—she gestured to the house around them—“to ruin in one day.”

His eyes narrowed and bitterness hardened his voice. “He does if Lord Hayden Rothwell decides he does.”

“Lord Hayden? What has he to do with this?” Alexia asked.

Timothy stared at the floor. He appeared limp from lack of strength. “He has removed his family deposits from the bank. Our reserves were not sufficient to pay it out, and I had to pledge all I have to supplement the reserves. Darfield too, but his pockets are deeper. He paid part of my obligation and took my share of the bank in return. Still, it was not enough.”

Alexia battled a mind-scathing fury. What did it matter to Rothwell where all that money rested? He had to have realized what this would do to Timothy, to all of them. He entered this house knowing that he intended to destroy the Longworths’ futures.

“We will manage,” Roselyn said firmly. “We know how to live more simply. We will release a few servants and eat meat only twice a week. We will—”

“You did not hear me,” Timothy snarled. “I said I am ruined. There will be no servants and no meat at all. I have nothing. We have nothing.”

Roselyn gaped at him. Irene, who had been listening with a confused frown, startled as if someone had slapped her. “Does this mean I don’t get my season?”

Timothy laughed cruelly. “Sweet, you can’t have a London season if you aren’t in London. The scoundrel is taking this house. It is Rothwell’s now. We are going back to what little we still have in Oxfordshire to starve there.”

Irene began to cry. Roselyn stared in mute shock. Timothy’s laughter dissolved into a sound between a cackle and weeping.

Fear crept through Alexia. Timothy had not once looked at her since she entered the room. He avoided her eyes now. A quiet panic pattered in her chest, wanting to become something bigger.

Roselyn found her voice. “Timothy, we can live in the country again. We still have the house and some land. It will not be so bad. It was not starvation.”

“It will be worse than before, Rose. I will have debts from this to pay. A good part of the rents will go to that.”

The beat quickened and spread to Alexia’s blood. She flashed hot and cold. The fate she had feared since her father died had finally found her. She held on to her composure by a hair.

She would not make Timothy say it. That would be unfair, and poor repayment to the family that had given her a home.

She stood. “If your situation will change so drastically, you will not need the burden of one more mouth to feed. I have a small amount saved and it should keep me until I find employment. Now I will go to my room so you can freely discuss your plans.”

Roselyn’s eyes misted. “Do not be silly, Alexia. You belong with us.”

“I am not being silly. I am being practical. Nor will I force Timothy to say the words that put me out.”

“Tell her she does not have to go, Tim. She is so sensible that she will help, not be a burden. He does not want you to leave us, Alexia.”

Timothy did not respond. He still would not look at her.

“Timothy,” Roselyn cried in admonishment.

“It will be all I can do to keep the two of you, Rose.” He finally turned to Alexia. “I am very sorry.”

Alexia forced a trembling smile and left the library. She closed the door on Irene’s and Roselyn’s weeping and Timothy’s embarrassment. She hurried up to her bedchamber, cursing with every step the man responsible for this tragedy.

Hayden Rothwell was a scoundrel. A monster. He was one of those men who lived in luxury and destroyed lives on a whim. He did not have to remove those deposits all at once. He had no heart and no soul and trampled people under his boot if it suited him. He was as hard and cold as he looked, and she hated him.

She threw herself on her bed and buried her face in her pillow. She poured venom on Rothwell while she wept into the feathers. The panic coursed all through her now.

Ruined. She could not believe she was enduring this again. Her father had been ruined two years before he died. His legacy had been much diminished as a result. Most likely that was why she had not been taken in by his heir. Fate had now played a cruel joke on her, making her relive the worry and fear.

She groped for control. She had wondered sometimes what she would do if she found herself in this situation. She had always known it could happen. She poked through her misery to the calculations she made on those terrible nights when her precarious existence loomed in the dark.

She could possibly become a governess, if she could get references. She had the breeding and education for it, although the life was a dreadful one.

She could also seek work in a milliner’s shop. She possessed a knack with hats and enjoyed making them. Working in such a shop would be the final humiliation, however. She was not born to such things, even if the idea held more appeal than being shut in night and day caring for another woman’s child.

She might also marry, although at present there were no suitors. She had never even hoped for one after Benjamin. He lived in her heart and always would. The girl who survived, hidden in her soul, loathed the notion of a loveless match made only to ensure security. Having tasted great love, such a marriage would be horrible. However, with neither beauty nor a fortune to entice a man, marriage was one practical compromise that she did not expect to face.

Enumerating her options gave her some heart, even if it was a sickening sort of confidence. She had twenty pounds a year and would not starve. She could make a future for herself if she ate her pride. As it happened, she had a lot of practice in doing that.

She gazed around her room at the furniture showing dimly in the lamp’s light. It was not a big room. It lacked the luxurious fabrics of Irene’s and Roselyn’s and the new chairs and beds they had purchased last year too. But it was her room and had been her home since Tim moved them here from Cheapside right after Ben sailed to Greece four years ago.

She closed her eyes and wondered how long it would be before Hayden Rothwell threw her out onto the street.

         

Three mornings later Alexia sat in the breakfast room, reading the advertisements in the Times. The house quaked with silence. Servants barely made any noise, but their absence was noticeable. Only Falkner remained while he sought another appropriate situation. She could hear him in the dining room, packing the china that Timothy had sold yesterday.

Very little of the luxuries purchased over the last few years would return to Oxfordshire with her cousins. Rothwell would get the furnishings, and everything else would be sold. Right now men were in the carriage house, dickering over the equipage.

Roselyn entered the breakfast room and sat beside Alexia. She poured them both some coffee. “What are you studying there?”

“Rooms to let.”

“Piccadilly would not be too bad, if you are not too far east.”

“I don’t think I can avoid going east, Rose.”

Rose looked like a woman who had cried for a month. Red puffs swelled beneath her eyes. “I should have married one of those men who were after my fortune. It would have served him right when my brother was so ruined that he had to sell the pewter. The pewter, for heaven’s sake.”

Alexia bit back a laugh. Roselyn caught her at it and giggled too. They both laughed while tears streamed down their faces.

“Oh, heavens, that felt good,” Rose gasped. “This is all so drastic it is almost ridiculous. I half-expect Tim to sell my nightdress off my body while I sleep.”

“Let us hope a bailiff isn’t with him when he does. That would give the town even more to gossip about.”

Roselyn laughed again, sadly. “I will miss you, Alexia. What are you going to do?”

“I asked Mrs. Harper for a reference, since she knows me best of all your friends. I have applied to an agency to seek placement as a governess. I am hoping it can be here in town.”

“You must let us know where you are, always. You must promise to visit.”

“Of course.”

Rose’s eyes brimmed. She embraced Alexia firmly. As Alexia accepted the warmth that would soon be denied, she saw Falkner arrive at the doorway.

“What is it?” she asked.

Falkner gave her the same look he had three days ago. The one that said a storm was brewing. “He is here. Lord Hayden Rothwell. He has asked to see the house.”

From the way Falkner’s pointed nose twitched, Alexia suspected Rothwell had not “asked” for anything.

“I will not receive him,” Roselyn said. “Send him away.”

“He did not ask for you, Miss Longworth, but for your brother, who is not here. He then commanded me to accommodate him.”

“Tell him you will not. I forbid it. He will have this house soon enough,” Roselyn cried.

How soon had not been determined, a matter of some worry to Alexia.

“You are not being practical, Rose. It does no good to anger the man now. Nor should Falkner serve when he is no longer obligated. I will see to our visitor so you do not have to.”

         

Lord Hayden waited in the reception hall, surrounded by walls that had already been stripped of paintings. As Alexia entered, he was bent, examining a marquetry table in the corner, no doubt calculating its worth.

She did not wait for his attention or greeting. “Sir, my cousin Timothy is not on the premises. I believe he is selling the horses. Miss Longworth is indisposed. Will I do for whatever your purpose in coming might be?”

He straightened and swung his gaze to her. She grudgingly admitted that he appeared quite magnificent today, dressed for riding as he was in blue coat and gray patterned-silk waistcoat. His expression, bearing, and garments announced to the world that he knew he was handsome and intelligent and rich as sin. It was rude to look like that in a house being deprived of its possessions and dignity.

“I expected a servant to—”

“There are no servants. The family cannot afford them now. Falkner remains only until he finds another situation, but he no longer serves. I fear you are stuck with me.”

She heard her own voice sound crisp and barely civil. His lids lowered enough to indicate he noted the lack of respect.

“If I am stuck with you, and you with me, so be it, Miss Welbourne. My purpose in intruding is very simple. I have an aunt who has an interest in this house. She asked that I determine if it would be suitable for her and her daughter this season.”

“You want a tour of the property so you can describe it to potential occupants?”

“If Miss Longworth would be so kind, yes.”

“Kindness is in her heart in most situations. However, she is far too busy to honor your request. Being ruined and made destitute is very time-consuming.”

His jaw tightened enough to give her a small satisfaction. The victory was brief. He set down his hat on the marquetry table. “Then I will find my own way. When I said my aunt had an interest, I did not mean a casual curiosity but rather that of ownership. This property is already my aunt’s, Miss Welbourne. Timothy Longworth signed the papers yesterday. I presented my requirements as a request out of courtesy to his family, not out of any obligation.”

The news stunned her. The house had already been sold. So fast! She quickly calculated what that might mean to her plans and to Roselyn and Irene.

“My apologies, sir. The new ownership of the house had not been communicated to either Miss Longworth or me. I will show you the house, if that will do.”

He nodded agreement and she began the ordeal. She led him into the dining room, where his sharp gaze did not miss a thing. She heard him mentally counting chairs and measuring space.

The rest of the first level went quickly. He did not open drawers and cabinets in the butler’s pantry. Alexia guessed he knew they were already empty.

“The breakfast room is through that door,” she said as they returned to the corridor. “My cousin Roselyn is there, and I must beg you to accept my description instead of entering yourself. I fear that seeing you will greatly distress her.”

“Why would my presence be so distressing?”

“Timothy told us everything. Roselyn knows that you brought the bank to the brink of failure and forced this ruin on us.”

A hard smile played at the corners of his mouth. The man’s cruelty was not to be borne. He noticed her glaring at him. He did not seem embarrassed that she had seen that cynical smile.

“Miss Welbourne, I do not need to see the breakfast room. I am sorry for your cousin, but matters of high finance exist on a different plane from everyday experiences. Timothy Longworth’s explanations were somewhat simplified, no doubt because he was giving them to ladies.”

“They may have been simple, but they were clear, as were the consequences. A week ago my cousins lived in style in London, and soon they will live in poverty in the country. Timothy is ruined, the partnership is sold, and he will have debts despite his fall. Is any of that incorrect, sir?”

He shook his head. “It is all correct.”

She could not believe his indifference. He could at least appear a little embarrassed. Instead, he acted as if this were normal.

“Shall we go above?” he asked.

She led him up the stairs and into the library. He took his time browsing the volumes on the shelves while she waited.

“Will you be going with them to Oxfordshire?” he asked.

“I would never allow myself to be a burden on this family now.”

His attention remained on the books. “What will you do?”

“I have my future well in hand. I have drawn up a plan and listed my expectations and opportunities.”

He replaced a book on its shelf, quickly surveyed the carpet and desk and sofas, then walked toward her. “What opportunities do you see?”

She led him through the other rooms on the floor. “My first choice is to be a governess in town. My second is to be a governess anywhere else.”

“Most sensible.”

“Well, when facing starvation it behooves one to be so, don’t you think?”

The third level was not as spaciously arranged as the public rooms. He cramped her in the corridor. She became too aware of the large, masculine presence by her side as she showed the bedrooms. It seemed very wrong for this stranger to be intruding up here.

“And if you do not find a position as a governess?” The casual query came some time after their last exchange.

“My next choice is to become a milliner.”

“A hatmaker?”

“I am very talented at it. Years hence, if you should see an impoverished woman wearing a magnificent hat artfully devised of nothing more than an old basket, sparrow feathers, and withered apples, that will be me.”

His curiosity raised her pique to a reckless pitch. It was unseemly for the man who caused this grief to want the details. She threw open the door of Irene’s bedroom. “My fourth choice is to become a soiled dove. There are those who say a woman should starve to death first, but I suspect they have not faced the choice in reality, as I might.”

She received a sharp glance for that. Beneath his annoyance at how she mocked his lack of guilt, she also saw bold, masculine consideration, as if he calculated her value at the occupation fourth on her list.

Her face warmed. That stupid liveliness woke her skin and sank right through to churn in her core, affecting her in a shocking way. It created an insidious, uncontrollable awareness of her body’s many details. The sensation appalled her even as she acknowledged its lush stimulation.

She had to step back, out of the chamber and out of his sight, to escape the way his proximity caused a rapid drumbeat in her pulse. In the few seconds before he joined her, she called up her anger to defeat the shocking burst of sensuality.

She continued her goads so he would know she did not care what he thought. She wanted this man to appreciate how his whims had created misery.

“My fifth choice is to become a thief. I debated which should come first, soiled dove or thief. I decided that while the former was harder work, it was a form of honest trade, while being a thief is just plain evil.” She paused, and could not resist adding, “No matter how it is done or even how legal it may be.”

He stopped and turned into her path, forcing her to stop walking too. “You speak very frankly.”

He hovered over her in the narrow corridor. His gaze demanded her total attention. A power flowed, one masculine and dominating and challenging. An intuitive caution shouted retreat. The liveliness purred low and deep. She ignored both reactions and stood her ground.

“You are the one who asked about my future, even though it does not matter to you what becomes of any of us.” Her anger had been building since leaving the reception hall. His cool self-possession on this tour had only added fuel to the fire.

She peered up at him. “These are decent, good people, and you have destroyed their lives. You did not have to remove all your business from Timothy’s bank. You deliberately ruined him, and I do not know how you can bear to live with yourself.”

His dark blue eyes turned black in the corridor’s dim lights. His jaw squared. He was angry. Well, good. So was she.

“I live with myself very well, thank you. Until you have more experience in financial matters, you can only view these developments from a position of ignorance. I am sincerely sorry for Miss Longworth and her sister, and for you, but I will not apologize for doing my duty as I saw fit.”

His tone startled her. Quiet but firm, it commanded that no further argument be given. She retreated, but not because of that. She was wasting her breath. This man did not care about other people. If he did, they would not be taking this tour.

She guided him toward the stairs rising to the higher chambers, but he stopped outside a door near the landing. “What is this room?”

“It is a small bedroom, undistinguished. It was once the dressing room to the chamber next door. Now, up above—”

He turned the latch and pushed the door open. He paced into the small space and noted every detail. The two books beside the bed, the small, sparsely populated wardrobe, the neat stack of letters on the writing table—all of it garnered his attention. He lifted a bonnet from a chair by the window.

“This is your room.”

It was, and his presence in it, his perusal of her private belongings, created an intimacy that made her uncomfortable. Him touching her belongings felt too much like him touching her. It created a physical connection that made the simmering liveliness more shocking and embarrassing.

“For now it is my room.”

He ignored the barb. He examined the bonnet, turning it this way and that. It was the one she had begun remaking in the garden three days ago. No one would recognize it now. She had reshaped the brim, covered it all in finely worked cream muslin, and trimmed it with azure ribbons. She still debated whether to add some small muslin puffing near the crown.

“You do have a talent at it.”

“As I said, being a milliner is only choice number three. If a lady works in such a shop, she can no longer claim to be a lady at all, can she?”

He set the hat down carefully. “No, she cannot. However, it is more respectable than being a soiled dove or thief, although far less lucrative. Your list is in the correct order if respectability is your goal.”

She still hated him by the time they were finished with the tour. She could not deny he was less a stranger, however. Entering the private rooms together, seeing the artifacts of the family’s everyday lives, being so close—too close—on the upper levels had created an unwelcome familiarity.

Her susceptibility to his presence had placed her at a disadvantage. She wanted to believe she was above such reactions, especially with this man, who probably thought it his due from all women. She resented the entire, irritating hour with him.

They returned to the reception hall, and he retrieved his hat. She broached the reason she had agreed to receive him at all. “Lord Hayden, Timothy is distracted. He is not conveying the details to his sisters. If I may be so bold—”

“You have been plenty bold without asking permission, Miss Welbourne. There is no need to stand on ceremony now.”

She had been bold and outspoken. She had allowed her vexation to get the better of her good sense. In truth, she had not been very practical in a situation where she badly needed that virtue.

“What is your question?”

“Have you told Timothy when the Longworths must vacate the house?”

“I have not said yet.” He leveled a disconcertingly frank gaze at her. “When do you think is reasonable?”

“Never.”

“That is not reasonable.”

“A fortnight. Please give them two weeks more.”

“A fortnight it is. The Longworths may remain until then.” He narrowed his eyes on her. “You, however…”

Oh, dear heavens. She had raised the devil with her free tongue. He was going to throw her out at once.

“My aunt has a passion for hats.”

She blinked. “Hats? Your aunt?”

“She loves them. She buys far too many, at exorbitant prices. As her trustee, I pay the bills, so I know.”

It was an odd topic to start on the way out the door. He sounded a little stupid.

“Well, they often are very expensive.”

“The ones she buys are also very ugly.”

She smiled and nodded and wished he would leave. She wanted to tell Roselyn about the fortnight’s reprieve.

“A governess, you said. Your first choice. Do you have the education to be a finishing governess?”

“I have been helping prepare my young cousin for her season. I have the requisite skills and abilities.”

“Music? Do you play?”

“I am well suited to be a governess for young ladies. My own education was superior. I was not always as you see me now.”

“That is clear. If you had always been as you are now, you would have never dared be as rude and outspoken with me as you have been today.”

Her face warmed furiously. Not because she had been rude and he knew it but because his attention started that foolish excitement again.

“Miss Welbourne, my aunt, Lady Wallingford, will be taking possession of this house because she is launching her daughter in society this season. My cousin Caroline will require a governess, and my aunt a companion. Aunt Henrietta is…well, a sobering influence in the household is advisable.”

“One that would keep her from buying too many ugly hats?”

“Exactly. Since the situation matches your first choice in opportunities, would you be interested in it? If you are so honest with me, I think that you would also tell my aunt when a hat is ridiculous.”

He was asking her to stay in this house where she had lived as a family member, only now she would continue as a servant. He was asking her to serve the man who had ruined the Longworths and destroyed her tenuous hold on security. He was asking her to help give his young cousin the season that Irene would now be denied.

Of course, Lord Hayden did not see any of that. She was merely a convenient solution to staffing his aunt’s household. She provided a unique combination of skills that were perfect for the position. Even if he saw the insult, this man would not care.

She wanted to refuse outright. She itched to say something far more outspoken and rude than she had ventured thus far.

She bit her tongue. She could not afford insulted pride these days.

“I will consider your offer, sir.”
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