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To Jacqueline,
my daughter, with love



ETERNITY

He who bends to himself a Joy

Does the winged life destroy;

But he who kisses the Joy as it flies

Lives in Eternity’s sunrise.

—WILLIAM BLAKE






Dear Reader,

In its continued commitment to making my backlist available to readers again, Dell is republishing my Web trilogy, which has been out of print for a long time but is much in demand by readers, especially those who have discovered me only recently through the Bedwyn series and the Simply quartet. Here is the first book of the trilogy.

The Gilded Web was first published in 1989—a long time ago. I was surprised when I read it again recently to discover how much my writing has changed in the intervening years. Some would say the change is for the better; other readers have a particular fondness for my older books. It will be for you to decide what you think!

This is the love story of Alexandra Purnell and Edmond Raine, Earl of Amberley, forced by bizarre circumstances into an uneasy alliance not of their choosing. It is also, to a lesser degree, the story of James Purnell, Alex’s brother, and of Dominic and Madeline Raine, Edmond’s twin brother and sister.

Web of Love will tell Dominic’s story. Devil’s Web will tell Madeline and James’s. I do hope you will enjoy this first book in the series and will come back for the other two when they are republished. I am more than happy to see some of my older books in print again.

Mary Balogh
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IT WAS A BITTERLY COLD NIGHT FOR EARLY May. It was not actually raining, but there was a heavy cloud cover, and the strong wind felt like a thousand knives to the scantily clad young lady who walked alone into its teeth. The thin dark cloak that she wore over an even thinner ball gown seemed like no protection at all, though she held it closed at the front with one hand and huddled inside it. The other hand held the loose sides of the hood tight beneath her chin.

Alexandra Purnell shivered and lowered her head. But she did not turn back to the ballroom behind her, despite the inviting glow of hundreds of candles through the long windows and the memory of scores of gay, brightly dressed guests. And despite the fact that the room she had just left was warm—perhaps even a little too warm, as the French doors into the garden had been firmly closed against the inclement weather.

No, foolish as it seemed, Alexandra preferred the discomfort of a solitary walk in the garden to the pleasures of the ballroom—for a short time anyway. In fact, she almost welcomed the weather just as it was. If it were warmer or less windy, doubtless there would be any number of guests strolling outside, and she would be unable to find any solitude at all.

She glanced back over her shoulder, but there was no one behind her. And there were no accusing faces at the French windows watching her make her temporary escape. Even so, she instinctively moved farther away from the lights of the house and closer to the dark back alley across from the stable block. It seemed that London dwellers were doomed either to live at some remove from their own stables or else to have them almost on top of the house.

Alexandra shivered again, and burrowed her chin behind the hand that held her hood firmly closed. She blew warm air down into her clasped hand. It was doubtless foolish to have run away like this. Her slippers were probably stained with grass. And her smooth chignon, which she had insisted upon despite Nanny Rey’s plea that she try a hair fashion more suited to the festive occasion, would be flattened and disheveled by the close-held hood. And she certainly could not escape for an indefinite period. She would have to go back soon.

She was one-and-twenty years old already, she told herself in an interior monologue that had become very familiar to her mind over the past weeks. She was in her first and perhaps her only really active Season in London, which involved her in all the diversions of the beau monde. Papa had decided, quite without warning, that she must be given a proper introduction to society before her long-planned betrothal to the Duke of Peterleigh became official. They had taken a house on Curzon Street—Papa, Mama, her brother James, and herself. And they had met all the right people and attended all the proper functions in the month since.

She should be happy. Most young ladies would be ecstatic to be in her position. But she felt positively in her dotage beside all the other young girls who were making their come-out. And she could not feel comfortable with such a life. Nothing in her past had prepared her for the gaiety and frivolity of London. She was only now beginning to realize fully what a very strict and narrow upbringing she and James had had at Dunstable Hall. Almost any form of entertainment and personal pleasure had been frowned upon by Papa. Every thought and word and action had revolved around church and the Scriptures and Papa’s firmly held notions of virtue and morality. And unlike James, she had not even been to school to discover that there was another world beyond home.

She had been intended for the Duke of Peterleigh for as far back as she could remember. She had met him only on a few occasions and then very briefly and formally. He did not live often on his estate, which adjoined theirs. He was twenty years her senior and spent most of his time in London on government business.

Alexandra had never questioned the fact that she would marry him when the time came. And she still did not do so. They had met a few times since her arrival in London, and she had found nothing to censure in him. He was in many ways like her father—stern and severe in manner, it was true, but surely an honest and an upright man. Unfortunately, he was also a busy man and did not appear at nearly as many entertainments as she was expected to attend.

And so there was an awkwardness about her come-out. She did not feel any affinity with the members of society around her. And she was not in search of a husband, or a flirt, as most of the other girls seemed to be. Papa did not like her to dress quite as fashionably as the others, and she could not bring herself even to dress her hair in a pretty fashion.

And there were the Harding-Smythes to contend with almost wherever she went. They kept her constantly aware of her inadequacies. Her aunt Deirdre, Papa’s sister, always assumed that she lacked amusement and went out of her way to provide it. Her efforts were kindly meant, perhaps, but her ideas of amusement were not Alexandra’s. Her cousin Caroline simpered and clung, more in an attempt to attract James than out of any real affection for her, Alexandra felt. And Cousin Albert appeared to have set himself the task of protecting an innocent young country cousin from all the evils and temptations of London. His manner toward her, toplofty and condescending, irritated her beyond bearing.

Alexandra blew again onto her cold hand. Had she been very rude to Caroline and Aunt Deirdre earlier? Did she owe them an apology? They had wanted her to return home with them that night so that she might accompany them to the shops on Bond Street the next morning. They had even secured her mother’s permission before coming to ask her and had arranged to have a maid bring suitable clothes for her to wear the next day. But she had refused their invitation. She had not even softened her abruptness by offering some sort of excuse. She had been taught too well that telling the truth is always a virtue and that there is no such thing as a white lie.

They had left the ball soon after her refusal, as Aunt Deirdre had a headache. And at the same time she had been unable to resist the temptation to rescue her cloak and step outside for a moment’s peace, especially as Albert had been smirking at her from across the room, and she knew he would come soon, remark on the singular misfortune of her having no dancing partner, and condescend to lead her out himself. Probably Mama still thought that she had gone with Aunt Deirdre. She really should be returning to the ballroom. Someone had signed her card for a set of country dances. She must not pay him the discourtesy of not being present when it began. Besides, Mama would scold if she were absent for a noticeable length of time and perhaps even report the fact to Papa the next morning. Then there would be trouble.

But Alexandra was fated not to return after all. As she was about to turn back to the house, she glanced almost absentmindedly at a closed carriage that was being drawn by four horses into the alley before the stable block just a short distance away.

And then the nightmare began.

Her back prickled to the knowledge that someone had stepped up behind her only a fraction of a second before a hand clamped over her mouth. Terror engulfed her instantly as she clawed at the hand and kicked back at her assailant with one slippered foot.

But her hands were soon dragged from her face and pulled firmly behind her back. Her cloak fell open so that the wind blew all its chill force against the delicate silk of her blue ball gown. She tried to shake her head, bend forward, kick herself free. But her efforts were all to no avail. Her hood had somehow been pulled down over her nose so that she could not even see.

“Got you!” a male voice said from behind her in tones of breathless amusement. “No use to struggle anymore now, young lady. You’ll not be going such a long distance tonight after all. You should have stayed dancing. What in the deuce are you doing, Clem? Don’t you have her wrists bound yet?”

“She is struggling like six cats,” another voice said. “There. That should hold right and tight.”

“Get the scarf for her mouth then,” the first voice said. “We don’t have all night, you know. A pretty pickle we would be in if she set up a screeching and we were caught. We could end up swinging.”

“Swing yourself!” the second voice said indignantly. “I’m just doing this as a favor to a friend. I ain’t in the habit of kidnapping females, y’know.”

But Alexandra was not listening to the conversation. As he talked, the second man was stretching a scarf tightly over her mouth and tying it in a tight knot at the back of her head. And her hood was still down over her nose, so that she felt as if she were being bound in a sack. Renewed terror set her to kicking with fresh vigor and pulling uselessly against whatever it was that held her hands imprisoned.

“Grab her feet, Clem, will you,” the first man said, “before my shins start getting bruises on top of bruises!”

And Alexandra was lifted unceremoniously from the ground and dumped none too gently inside what she realized must be the carriage she had seen pull out into the alley.

“There are limits to friendship,” the first man grumbled before slamming the door and leaving Alexandra alone inside the dark interior of the coach. “Next time Eden has a wild scheme like this to execute, he can damned well do it himself.”

The coach lurched into motion, and Alexandra realized that she was lying on a seat that must normally be exceedingly comfortable. But whose carriage was it? Who were her kidnappers, and where were they taking her? What did they plan to do with her? Ransom her? Did they imagine that Papa was a wealthy man? Murder her? She dragged again at her wrists, only to find that there was no way to loosen the bonds. She could feel the gag tight over her mouth, her hood halfway down her nose. And she began to draw fast and shallow breaths. She could not breathe. She was going to die. She was going to suffocate even before they had a chance to kill her.

Perhaps they were going to ravish her. Oh, dear God, she would rather die! Alexandra wrenched at her wrists again and found herself falling and quite unable to save herself from an awkward landing on the floor between the two seats.

The journey was not a long one. The carriage stopped, the door was thrown open, and the nightmare began again. If only she could see! She would not be so terrified if she could only see her captors and know that at least they were human.

“Oh, Lord, she fell off the seat,” the first man’s voice said. “Eden will have a thing or two to say if she has any bruises.”

Alexandra had no chance to try once more to kick her way to freedom. Her head was toward the open door. One captor pulled her out by the arms, and she was immediately tipped forward and over the shoulder of the other, who proceeded to carry her up a flight of steps and into a lighted hallway. She could just make out a pattern of black and white tiles through the sides of her hood.

“Yes, I shall lead the way to her room,” a third voice was saying. It was a stiff and disapproving voice. “But I don’t like it, sirs. His lordship has never done anything quite like this before. She’s all trussed up. It doesn’t seem quite fitting somehow.”

“Just lead the way, Palmer,” the first man said breathlessly. “She ain’t a featherweight.”

Alexandra was bumped up a seemingly interminable flight of stairs and finally set down on her feet for a brief moment before being pushed backward quite gently. She landed on what felt like a perfectly soft bed.

“Here,” her captor said, fumbling beneath her until he found the bonds at her wrists. “I can’t leave you like that, now, can I? But I’ll have to tie you up somehow and leave on the gag. Can’t have you screeching and disturbing the whole household. And can’t leave you free or you’ll only run away again and all my efforts will be in vain. I’ll tie your hands to the bedpost here. No offense meant. Eden will be home soon. He’ll deal with you.”

Alexandra’s struggles were not as frenzied as they might have been. She was feeling very close to despair. If she escaped from this man, she had a whole houseful of enemies to get past before she could regain her freedom. She made only muffled protests as her hands were tied quite firmly above her head. She shook her head furiously, but she could not uncover her eyes enough to see either her assailant or the room into which he had brought her.

And then she was alone, the room quiet and dark, all sound obliterated by the closing of the door. Alone to struggle for a freedom that she knew was next to impossible to achieve. Alone with her imagination. Alone and waiting for her real captor to come. Eden. He would be there soon. Soon she would know.

Alexandra struggled on.
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DOMINIC RAINE, LORD EDEN, blew out his breath through puffed cheeks when he returned to the ballroom from the garden and saw Madeline, his twin sister, quite close by, flanked by her bosom friends Miss Wickhill and Lady Pamela Paisley, the three of them laughing at something Lord Crane had just finished saying.

What a relief to see her there. He had made enough of a cake of himself as it was in the past hour. He had been justly served for jumping so hastily to conclusions. But it could have been worse—a lot worse. He would never have lived the matter down if his plan for Faber and Jones to bundle Madeline off to Edmund’s house had been carried out. Her wrath would have been dreadful to behold. Not to mention Edmund’s.

But all was well. Provided that couple of loose screws didn’t still try to abduct her from the middle of the ballroom, of course. He would not put it past those two. The more difficult the scheme, the more likely they were to take the risk. And he was no better, he had to admit. He would not be able to resist the challenge if he were in their place. He must find them. Tell them the whole thing was off.

First, though, perhaps he had better warn Madeline. Tell her the whole story in such a way that she would think it all a great joke. He fingered his neckcloth to check that it was straight and sauntered over to the group of which his sister was a part. She flashed him a smile and finished the story she was telling to an attentive group. A burst of laughter greeted her final words.

She turned to her brother with a grin, her green eyes dancing up into his. “I thought you must have gone to the card room, Dom,” she said. “I was prepared to call a physician for you tomorrow. It is unlike you to miss a single dance.”

Lord Eden bowed to the group at large. “I have been taking a breath of air,” he said. “It is like December out there. Will you waltz, Mad?”

He noticed that Miss Wickhill chortled as she always did when he forgot himself and called his sister by the old pet name, something he did more often than not.

“I don’t believe it,” Madeline said, linking her arm through his. “Am I finally to dance with the handsomest gentleman in town? You are usually too busy leading out all the beauties.”

“Of whom you are surely one, my dear,” he said with a grin, drawing her away from the group. “Have I told you how I like your hair like that? I must confess I was horrified when Mama told me you had had it all shorn off, but it suits you, Mad. The short curls emphasize your large eyes and high cheekbones.”

“I could wish it were darker or blonder or redder or some more definite color,” Madeline said with a shrug, placing her hand on her twin’s shoulder and waiting for the music to begin. “But to what do I owe the honor, Dom? You look rather as if you had seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost exactly,” he said, looking at her rather sheepishly. “Just Sir Hedley Fairhaven.”

She looked back at him expectantly. “Yes?” she said.

“At the bottom of the garden,” he said. “Standing outside a traveling chaise.”

Madeline frowned and fit her step to her brother’s as the orchestra began to play a waltz. “Is this a riddle?” she asked. “I am supposed to guess what it is all about, yes? It was a new traveling chaise? It was missing one wheel? It was pulled by four grays you would cheerfully kill for? They had pink ribbons threaded through their manes? Sir Hedley had a ring in his nose?”

“He was waiting for a lady to elope with,” Lord Eden said, twirling her as they reached a corner of the ballroom.

“Really?” Madeline’s eyes sparkled up at him. “Are you sure, Dom? How deliciously scandalous! Who? Do tell me. You did not challenge him to a duel in order to protect the lady’s honor, did you? She wasn’t one of your flirts, was she?”

She did not hear his mumbled reply.

“What?” she said, leaning toward him.

“I thought she was you,” he said.

“What?” Madeline stopped in the middle of a spin. “You thought I was going to elope with Sir Hedley Fairhaven? Have your wits gone totally begging? If we were not exactly where we are at this moment, Dominic Raine, I would take you on for this. And black both your eyes too.”

“Hush, Mad!” he said, flushing and glancing uneasily about him. “People will be looking. It was half your fault that I made such an embarrassing mistake, you know. You have been hanging around with Fairhaven all over London for the past month, and you distinctly told me just last week that you would marry him too if you chose to do so, and I was to keep my nose out of your affairs, thank you very much.”

“And you know me so little,” she said, dancing valiantly on, an empty smile on her face as she waltzed past friends and acquaintances, “that you think I would do anything so very tasteless and so very…stupid? How could you, Dom! To marry Sir Hedley, of all people. And to elope with him!”

“You must admit that you tried it once before, Mad,” Lord Eden said. “How was I to know that you would not do it again?”

“Oh! I was eighteen,” she said indignantly, “and fell in love with a uniform. And it is horrid of you to remind me of that youthful indiscretion, Dom. As if I have learned no wisdom and acquired no maturity in four years. Why did you think I was going to elope with Sir Hedley tonight, anyway?”

“I overheard him,” he said. “I was sitting in one of the alcoves with Miss Pope and he was sitting just the other side of the curtain. I suppose he didn’t know there was anyone there, because we…well, we weren’t talking, anyway.”

“I cannot imagine what you were doing with Miss Pope if you were not talking with her,” Madeline said caustically. “But whom was he talking to and what did he say?”

“I don’t know who the other man was,” Lord Eden said. “But Fairhaven was planning to leave with some lady at midnight, and he was giving directions to the other about what to do tomorrow when the cat was out of the bag.”

“And you assumed I was the one running away with him,” Madeline said.

“I’m afraid so,” he admitted, giving her a disarming smile.

“Why have you told me this, Dom?” she asked suspiciously. “It was surely not in order that I might have a good laugh at your stupidity.”

“No.” He grinned apologetically down at her. “It’s just that at the time I wanted to be able to concentrate my attention and my fists on Fairhaven. I set Faber and Jones to spiriting you off to Edmund’s so that I would know you were safe. I couldn’t find them in the garden after my talk with Fairhaven. They doubtless took themselves off when they did not find you there. But I thought I had better warn you anyway.”

“You set those two to…to kidnap me!” Madeline’s voice had risen almost to a squeak. “I suppose they were to bind me hand and foot and gag and blindfold me?”

Her twin looked uncomfortable. “I don’t think all that would have been necessary,” he said. “But you know yourself that you would not have gone willingly, Mad. Especially if you had had your heart set on an elopement. I had to arrange it all hastily in the past hour. I did tell them to, ah, insist that you go with them.”

“Oh, Dom,” Madeline said, smiling dazzlingly at one of her favorite admirers, who was standing close by, watching her, “you have had a narrow escape, brother mine. I would have had your head on a platter for breakfast if your friends had laid one fingernail on my person. And I would wager that Edmund would have done the ax work for me.”

“Yes, well,” he said, “I thought I should warn you, Mad, to have an eye open for those two. I needn’t have said anything to you, you know. I could have taken the chance of keeping quiet. This is all pretty embarrassing, as you might imagine.”

“Pamela thought you were coming to ask her to waltz,” she said. “I know she did, Dom. She blushed in that way she has whenever she sees you coming. And she always thinks that you are going to notice her. She really does have a painful tendre for you. You will dance the next set with her?”

“This is my punishment?” he asked, grinning ruefully down at her.

“Pamela is my friend,” she said. “I do not consider it punishment for a gentleman to dance with her, Dom. She dotes on you, you know. And you really are very handsome. I see the way all the girls look at you. And so many of them this year are years younger than you and I.”

“We will have to dust off a spinster cap for you soon,” he said. “You are getting very close to your dotage, Mad. No, don’t look at me like that. The next set it is for Lady Pamela. You see how contrite I am?”

Lord Eden duly danced with his sister’s friend and unconsciously enslaved her even further with his charm and his sunny smile. There was nothing to keep him at the ball once the set was over. Miss Pope had proved a disappointment, perhaps because his attention had been taken by Fairhaven when he was kissing her. And Miss Carstairs had not appeared at all that evening, having contracted a cold in the head at Vauxhall Gardens a few evenings before. And since he was currently in love with Miss Carstairs, her absence made even the most glittering of social occasions dreary.

Besides, he was still feeling decidedly foolish over the Fairhaven affair. He had gone out to that carriage all fire and brimstone and brotherly outrage, ready to challenge the man to meet him at dawn on a foggy heath with pistols and seconds. He was fortunate to have got away without being challenged himself, but Fairhaven had appeared to have other matters on his mind, most notably, the little female who was lurking in the shadows obviously waiting for her lover’s visitor to take himself off.

Lord Eden sallied forth from the ball to one of his clubs in the hope of finding some diversion to take his mind off the night’s faux pas. If he were fortunate, too, perhaps he would run into Faber and Jones and persuade them that it would be as well to keep their mouths shut about the night’s dealings or lack thereof.

He did not believe Miss Pope would start any awkward gossip. Even if she had heard, Madeline’s name had not been mentioned. But it was doubtful that she had been aware of the scandalous conversation going on behind the curtain in the alcove anyway. He had kissed her with sufficient ardor to distract her as he had listened with all his attention. And she had looked suitably witless when he had finally lifted his mouth from hers. Perhaps that was why he had found her disappointing. It was far more intriguing to kiss a female whose manner left one in some doubt over whether one’s hand would be welcomed or slapped if it chose to wander somewhere where it had no business to be.

It really was not all his fault that he had jumped to such a conclusion about Madeline and Fairhaven. Madeline really had tried to run off with a half-pay officer less than a week after her eighteenth birthday. Was he to blame if he had assumed that Fairhaven’s traveling companion to Gretna was to be Madeline? She had said less than a week before that she would marry him if she chose. And it was just the sort of thing she would do, too, just to spite him. She never had got over the humiliation of being a full half-hour younger than he. Though to do her justice, she had never shown any indignation over the fact that she had been born female and had not therefore inherited one of their father’s junior titles as he had.

What a very narrow and fortunate escape he had had that night! Lord Eden handed his hat and cane to the doorman at Boodle’s and prepared to enjoy what remained of the night.
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JAMES PURNELL WAS WATCHING the dancers. He had come from the card room just a few minutes before, where he had watched rather than participated. He had danced earlier, with his cousin Caroline and with two other young girls who had been smiling brightly as if they did not mind at all having no partner for the sets that had already begun.

He felt restless—as usual. He had been glad to leave the country, where he could never feel at home ever again, where his strained relations with his father were more in evidence than they were here, and where he was allowed no hand in the running of the estate. And yet he was not glad to be in London, where the endless social round seemed pointless and silly. It fell upon him to escort his mother and sister to almost all the events of the ton. A quiet soiree or a musical evening might coax his father abroad, but balls and routs and the theater were fitting only for females intent on making a showing with the people who mattered. Lord Beckworth stayed at home with his books and sermons.

Purnell watched broodingly the tall, slender young dancer in blue. She was somewhat older than most of the other unmarried girls, but she had all the freshness and glow of youth. He tended to notice her almost wherever he went, though he had never been presented to her or asked to be. Lady Madeline Raine. She was no prettier than a score of other girls in the ballroom. There was nothing particularly unusual about her short dark blond curls or her eyes, which might be blue or green—he had never been close enough to know which. Her figure was good but by no means unusually so.

He did not know quite what always drew his eyes. The sparkle, perhaps, that was absent from the women in his own family? Alex was perhaps younger than Lady Madeline Raine, but Alex had never been as young. She had never been given the chance.

Purnell shrugged his shoulders and turned to search the crowds for his mother and his sister. He saw the former sitting in an obscure corner of the room talking to a faded creature, who was doubtless a chaperone. He crossed the room toward them and bowed.

“Good evening, ma’am,” he said to the faded creature, drawing some color to her cheeks and a surprised smile to her lips. “Have you seen Alex, Mama? I have ordered the carriage to be brought around.”

“She has gone with Deirdre and Caroline, James,” Lady Beckworth said. “They begged quite insistently that she be allowed to go. Your papa will not like it, will he? But there can be no real harm in her going, can there? Deirdre is his sister, after all.”

Her son frowned. “I think Alex might be allowed to decide such matters for herself, Mama,” he said. “She is of age, after all. Will you take my arm?”

He bowed again to the faded chaperone as his mother turned to say good night, and found his eyes straying once more to the dancers. Lady Madeline Raine was still waltzing with her twin, Lord Eden.
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THERE WAS A SUGGESTION OF DAWN IN THE sky already before Edmund Raine, Earl of Amberley, returned home. He had spent most of the night with Mrs. Eunice Borden, his mistress. Indeed, it was becoming more and more his habit to stay with her. He found the relationship comfortable. As he was dressing and preparing to step out into the cold night, he found himself thinking, not for the first time, of suggesting to her that they marry.

It was difficult to put into words why he was finding the affair so satisfactory. And even more difficult to know why he was contemplating matrimony. Eunice was not a pretty woman. She was not even particularly attractive. She had a short, rather heavyset figure, strong features, and short, dark, very curly hair. Her manner was quite unflirtatious. She spoke in a forthright way that occasionally offended, but never left her listener in any doubt about her true feelings. She had acquired a well-deserved reputation as a literary hostess. Her salon was always worth attending during almost any evening of the week.

And she was older than he by three years. She was two-and-thirty years old, a widow for the past six years. She had never made any attempt to conceal her age.

Lord Amberley looked behind him and smiled at Eunice as she lay in bed, the blankets neatly pulled up under her arms, her hands clasped loosely over her stomach. Her legs were stretched out side by side beneath the covers.

“Thank you, Eunice,” he said, as he always did before leaving her. “You are very good to me, my dear.”

“I am glad you came, Amberley,” she said. She never called him by any other name. “I can always count on you for interesting and stimulating conversation. Do you think Mr. Denny a serious poet? I found his manner rather irritating tonight, as if he is somewhat in love with the idea of being a poet.”

“That seems to be rather a failing of poets in general, do you not think?” he asked.

She thought for a moment. “Yes, you are right of course,” she said. “And one can forgive a measure of eccentricity provided the creative genius is really present. In Mr. Denny’s case, I rather doubt that there is any genius at all. I do not believe I will invite him again. I would not wish to have my salon gain a reputation for mediocrity.”

“I think that is hardly likely to happen,” Lord Amberley said, sitting down on a chair and pulling on one of his Hessian boots. “Would you consider marrying me, Eunice?”

She showed no outward sign of surprise or any other emotion. “I don’t believe that would be wise for you, Amberley,” she said. “I am too old to be thinking of giving you heirs. You will need to marry someone younger.”

“And what if I am not too concerned about heirs?” he said, regarding her with a half-smile. “And what if I am satisfied with a more mature and sensible wife?”

“Then you are a fool,” Mrs. Borden said. “It is your duty to beget children of your own, Amberley. Personal inclination is of small consideration when you have an earldom to pass along.”

“Are you saying no?” he asked. “Or are you open to persuasion?”

“I do not believe I am willing to give up my independence,” she said. “I am quite satisfied to be your mistress for as long as you wish, Amberley. But your wife? No, I think not. We would not be nearly as comfortable together if we were married. We would begin to wrangle. Take my word for it.”

Lord Amberley did not argue the point. He leaned over the bed to give his mistress the usual good-night kiss on her cheek—never on her lips—and took his leave of her.

He walked home, as he generally did, noting the signs of early dawn, the almost imperceptible lightening of the eastern sky. He was glad he had worn his greatcoat when he left the house the evening before, though it had seemed foolish to be doing so in May.

Eunice was probably right. It was better that they live their separate lives. The funny thing was that he could not remember quite how their affair had started. What exactly had happened to cause them to go to bed with each other that first time? He could not recall. He had never found her particularly attractive. He had enjoyed her salon and her conversation. He had grown into the habit of lingering until her last guest left, and then even beyond that. But when had conversation first given place to physical contact? He had never kissed her on the lips. He had started sleeping with her without any big romantic moment to herald the beginning of the affair. That had been more than a year before.

He had not had any other woman since. And that in itself was surprising. During the months of each year that he spent on his estate, he always lived a celibate life. But during his months in London he had often indulged himself with several women. He had remained faithful to Eunice, though, resuming their affair this spring after his winter at Amberley Court.

It was not a passionate affair. Indeed, he was quite sure that Eunice did not derive any pleasure at all from their couplings. She certainly did not participate in them beyond receiving him in a quite matter-of-fact manner, giving what she knew he wanted without either prudishness or coquetry. He often wondered what satisfaction she got out of their liaison. But perhaps it was in her attitude that he found his own satisfaction. In his busy life of responsibility for the happiness of others, it was refreshing to find someone who seemed more intent on giving than receiving.

He had expected that she would marry him. A desire to be the Countess of Amberley, to live a life of security as his wife, would have explained her willingness to submit to his embraces. And yet he was not surprised by her refusal. Eunice was not a woman to whom position and security would be overriding goals. She had been married very young to Mr. Borden and had been left with a comfortable independence eight years later. She did not appear to regret her widowed state.

Lord Amberley let himself into his town house with his own key. He always insisted that his staff go to bed at midnight whether he and Dominic were at home or not. Why keep a poor footman standing around asleep on his feet for most of the night merely because his master was too busy bedding his mistress to come home at a decent hour?

He climbed the stairs and walked the length of the upper corridor to his bedchamber. He yawned. Perhaps if the birds did not strike up too enthusiastic a dawn chorus outside his window, he would be able to snatch another few hours of sleep before beginning his day.

He stopped and listened. Was Madeline home? She did not come very often, as he had bought his mother her own town house four years before, having decided that she would be happier in her own establishment while in London, and naturally enough, her daughter had gone to live with her. But Madeline did come home on occasion, notably when Mama was otherwise engaged. His sister had been at the Easton ball last night, he believed. Dominic had been going to put in an appearance there too. Madeline must have returned with him.

She must be still awake. She certainly was tossing and turning in her room. He could hear her from where he was. Had something happened to upset her? It seemed unlikely. Madeline had a sunny nature and was not easily upset. Lord Amberley shrugged his shoulders and proceeded on his way.

And yet, standing fifteen minutes later in his dressing gown at the window of his bedchamber, looking out onto a street that was brightening into a new day, he sipped from a glass of water and wondered about his younger sister. What was she doing at home? Mama had not said anything about going away. They had not quarreled, had they? He frowned and looked toward the door of his room. Should he go and see if she really was still awake? Would she thank him for disturbing her even if she were?

He would do it anyway, he decided. He did not like to think of Madeline unhappy. Or perhaps ill. He must see if there was something he could do to help. He opened his door and walked back down the corridor. He stopped outside the door to his sister’s room and listened. She was definitely still awake and apparently moaning and loudly fidgeting. Or was she indeed asleep and having nightmares? He tapped quietly on the door.

For a moment all fell silent within, and then the scuffling sounds increased in volume. Lord Amberley turned the handle of the door, found it unlocked, and opened it.

The curtains were not drawn either at the long windows or around the bed. He stared motionless for a moment at the figure on the bed, or rather twisted around and half off the bed. Madeline?

Her arms were above her head, apparently grasping the bedpost. Her head was completely swaddled in dark cloth. She was wearing a flimsy blue dress, but it was twisted awkwardly around her body and was pulled up so that her long slim legs were almost completely exposed.

“What on earth?” he said, striding toward her and putting his glass of water down on the side table so that he could help her. And she certainly needed help. Her wrists were bound to the bedpost, he saw with some horror. And it was a cloak that had wrapped itself completely around her shoulders and head.

She was a prisoner. Those mad twins! Would they never grow up? Lord Amberley felt a surge of anger.

“Hold still,” he said firmly. “I shall have you free in a moment.”

She lay still then, though it took him more than a few moments to loosen her bonds, which her struggles had doubtless tightened considerably.

“There,” he said, expecting her at any moment to burst into an indignant tirade against Dominic. He reached down and tried to lower the skirt of her gown, but it was so tightly twisted beneath her that the task was impossible. He reached up to untangle her from the twisted cloak. Her hands were on his, plucking at them, but they were cold and nerveless. He pushed them away.

When he had pulled away the folds of the cloak, she was still not free. Her head and face were almost entirely covered by the hood, which was held very firmly in place by the green gag she wore. He pushed back the hood, feeling even greater fury. She looked up at him with wide and wary eyes.

Dark eyes.

Oh, God!

“Turn your head,” he said tonelessly. “I will free you from that gag.”

His fingers fumbled with the knot and finally loosened it. He slid one hand beneath her head and lifted it so that he could both remove the scarf and put back her hood. A cascade of thick dark hair fell over his arm with the hood and waved over her shoulders. He did not think to remove his arm for a moment.

She lay still, her head resting against his arm, staring up at him warily. Perhaps she did not realize that her legs were exposed to the thighs.

“Who are you?” he asked foolishly, and he slid his arm from beneath her head and stood up.

She opened her mouth as if to speak, and tried to lick parched lips with an equally dry tongue. She made an inarticulate sound.

“Here,” he said, picking up the glass of water, “you must drink this. No, don’t shrink from me. I will do you no harm.”

He put one arm beneath her shoulders again and lifted her to a sitting position. He held the glass while she drank. Her hands, he could see, were temporarily paralyzed.

She turned her head away after she had taken a few sips, and her long disheveled hair hid her face from his view. “You are Eden?” she asked, and coughed. “What do you want with me? I will not be intimidated. You may kill me if you wish, but I will not plead with my father to pay you a ransom. And I will not submit without a struggle to being ravished.”

“Eden?” he said, straightening up and standing beside the bed. “My brother has brought you here?”

Her pale handsome face suddenly flushed quite painfully, and she pulled at the skirt of her gown. She had to lift her hips in order to loosen it. He kept his eyes on her face while she did so. She sat up abruptly on the side of the bed, and one hand collapsed clumsily beneath her as she used it to push herself upright.

“This is an outrage,” she said, her voice shaking very slightly. “I demand to be released.”

“I agree with you entirely, ma’am,” he said quietly, and reached out to tug on the silk-tasseled bell-pull beside the bed. “May I know who you are so that I might communicate with your family? They must be frantic with worry.”

“My father is Lord Beckworth,” she said. “We live on Curzon Street.”

“I know him,” Lord Amberley said with a frown. “May I ask how you got here, Miss…?”

“I was abducted,” she said, “by two men. I was at Lady Easton’s ball. They said that Eden would be here soon. But that must have been many hours ago.”

“Lord Eden is my younger brother,” he said. “Ah! Do come in, Mrs. Haviland. This lady has come to be here by some misadventure involving Lord Eden. Will you stay with her here, please, and see that she is made comfortable and has some refreshments, while I send for her father? She has been tied up and gagged for several hours. I believe she would appreciate having someone massage her hands.”

“Oh, please,” the dark-haired handsome girl said as he turned to leave her in some privacy, “not my father. Please, will you send for my brother instead? James Purnell. He will come.”

Lord Amberley nodded and bowed to her, as the housekeeper, clucking her tongue, crossed to the bed and picked up one of the girl’s hands. He left the room and closed the door quietly behind him. It was perhaps as well that the very first thing he must do was compose a swift note to the girl’s brother. Perhaps by the time he had done so his present white fury would have cooled down just sufficiently that he would not quite throttle his brother when he went to his room to confront him.

Perhaps. Though he doubted it. The twins had always had a gift for getting into the most unbelievable scrapes. But this was not a scrape. Not by any means. A young girl had just been abused and terrified probably beyond his power to imagine, and her character and reputation destroyed, possibly beyond repair.

Oh, no, this was no scrape. Heads would surely roll over this.
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THE AGONY OF FEELING the blood needling and knifing its way back through her hands was finally subsiding to a dull throbbing. Her fingers still looked and felt swollen, but she could begin to flex them. Her mouth still felt dry even after two cups of tea. Alexandra sat in the dressing room adjoining the bedchamber where she had been held prisoner. The Earl of Amberley’s housekeeper sat with her, still clucking with concern after sending a maid scurrying for tea, and after chafing her hands and wrapping a soft shawl around her shoulders instead of the crumpled cloak. Alexandra had discovered the identity of her rescuer, though she had learned very little else. She still did not know any more about Lord Eden except that he was the Earl of Amberley’s brother.

She had not asked, of course. Some explanation must be given for the happenings of the night, but she was not the one to do the asking. James would discover the truth. At least, she hoped it would be James. She prayed that her father’s servants would have allowed the message to be taken to her brother. Her father would have to know eventually, she supposed. But she wanted some time to collect herself before he was told.

James would sort everything out for her. All she was thankful for was that it was over, that Lord Amberley had found her before Lord Eden came home. James would see to it that the truth came out. He would discover what motive a gentleman who did not even know her might have for having her kidnapped and held captive for the whole of a night.

Alexandra waited with an outer patience learned through long years as her father’s daughter. Inwardly she was impatient to be gone, never to see this house again, never to see the Earl of Amberley again. She would burn with mortification, she knew, when she allowed her mind to dwell on the spectacle that must have met his eyes when he saw her on the bed. To have had a man in the same bed-chamber as she was horrifying enough. But ten times worse, she had been stretched on a bed in a dreadful state of dishabille.

And then suddenly Nanny Rey was in the room and the earl’s housekeeper on her feet. And her old nurse looked dearly familiar with her diminutive sparrow’s figure, her sharp red nose, and the gold-rimmed spectacles that always looked for all the world as if they were ready to drop off the end of her nose. Alexandra would not run to her as she wished to do, or burst into tears as her body yearned to do. She merely clasped her hands very tightly in her lap and forced a bleak smile to her lips.

“I am afraid I have got you from your bed very early this morning, Nanny,” she said.

“Thank the good Lord that Master James had the presence of mind to call me,” Nanny Rey said, peering at Alexandra over the top of her spectacles. Indeed, she rarely looked through them. “Have you come to any harm, lovey?” She glared at the housekeeper as if that poor lady were solely responsible for all the woes of her mistress.

“Nothing that has not been put right already,” Alexandra said. “Is James here, Nanny? May we leave now?”

“As fast as our feet will carry us,” her nurse said. “We will wait in the carriage, though his lordship said you was welcome to stay in comfort here while he had his talk with Master James, and Master James himself said we was to wait here. But old Nanny wouldn’t listen to the King of England himself if what he said wasn’t in the best interests of my girl. Put your cloak on and your hood up, lovey. It is a chilly morning, May or no May. And thanks to you, ma’am.” She nodded curtly in the direction of the silent Mrs. Haviland. “You will please tell Mr. Purnell that we will await him outside.”

Alexandra looked about her in some wonder as Nanny Rey hurried her down a curved oak staircase to the tiled hallway she had glimpsed the night before. There were oak paneling and large paintings everywhere and a magnificent chandelier hanging from the domed ceiling. The experiences of the night before began to take on an aura of unreality.

She had never been so happy to see her father’s carriage waiting at the bottom of a flight of steps. Her father’s coachman handed her inside. Her attention was only momentarily distracted by a tall young man of pleasing appearance, who looked at her in some curiosity as he touched his hat and mounted the steps to enter the house. He was dressed in evening clothes.

Nanny Rey glared balefully at him and followed her mistress into the carriage. She pulled the velvet curtains firmly across the windows as the coachman shut the door.
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INSIDE THE LIBRARY ON the ground floor of his town house, Lord Amberley found himself having an uncomfortable confrontation with James Purnell. He had expected an irate brother, bristling with fury, demanding satisfaction, perhaps even a duel. He had been apprehensive about the meeting, but he had been prepared for it. He would have thrown against such righteous indignation all the forces of reason and good breeding.

He had not expected a man of icy self-control, a man who said little, but whose dark eyes burned with something that seemed not quite anger. They were eyes that watched very directly and seemed to penetrate to one’s very soul. No mannered speeches of carefully rehearsed platitudes would fool this man, Lord Amberley suspected.

“I am afraid Miss Purnell was the victim of some unknown prank last night,” he said, “for which my brother appears to have been entirely responsible.”

“Then I will speak with your brother,” James Purnell said. He stood close to the library door, a cloak still around his shoulders, his hat in his hand. He had refused to have them taken from him or to take a seat. “Lord Eden, I believe?”

“I am afraid he is not at home,” Lord Amberley said, “and in his absence it is impossible for me to say exactly what happened, since I did not feel it appropriate to question your sister too closely. But Miss Purnell was confined in my sister’s room when I found her. I can only imagine that for some reason my brother thought her to be his twin. They are not unknown to such madcap activities.”

“My sister does not resemble Lady Madeline Raine in any way,” James Purnell said.

“I agree,” Lord Amberley said. “Except perhaps in height and build. I can only suggest, sir, that you convey your sister home with all speed and return later to demand satisfaction from my brother.”

“I certainly intend to do that,” Purnell said quietly.

“We will hope that the events of the night will never be made public,” Lord Amberley said. “I see no reason why there should ever be a blemish on your sister’s name. Even so, I shall, if I may, call on Lord Beckworth after luncheon to beg permission to pay my addresses to Miss Purnell.” His always firm jawline was more set than usual, his face pale.

James Purnell looked back at him with his burning eyes. One lock of straight dark hair had fallen across his forehead. “Frankly, Amberley,” he said, “I believe my sister would be doing herself a disservice to ally herself to this family. But I can see that the offer must be made. I shall inform my father of your intention.”

Lord Amberley bowed. “The time must be close to six o’clock,” he said. “You will wish to take Miss Purnell home.”

Purnell did not move for a moment, during which time he leveled a penetrating stare on his host. “Was she touched?” he asked quietly.

“No.” Lord Amberley stilled his right hand, which he suddenly became aware had been clenching and unclenching itself at his side. “She was tied up and gagged when I found her, but I am almost certain that she had not been otherwise abused.”

“You must understand that I will demand other satisfaction from Lord Eden if you prove to be wrong,” Purnell said.

Lord Amberley bowed and felt a moment’s relief as his guest turned abruptly to the door. But even as he reached for the handle, there came a jaunty tapping from the outside and the door opened.

Lord Eden’s head appeared around it. “Edmund,” he said, “who on earth was…? Oh, pardon me. I didn’t mean to intrude.” He grinned cheerfully and made to withdraw.

“You had better come in here,” Lord Amberley said. “This concerns you, Dom.”

“Intriguing!” his brother said, the grin returning to his face. He came into the room, flung his hat down on a side table, and nodded genially to the visitor.

“Dom,” Lord Amberley said, “can you explain what Miss Alexandra Purnell was doing in Madeline’s room last night?”

Lord Eden looked blank. He glanced from his brother to James Purnell. “Have I missed something?” he asked.

“This is Mr. Purnell,” Lord Amberley said. “I found his sister in Madeline’s room an hour ago. She was tied to the bed and gagged. She seems to believe that you were responsible.”

Lord Eden looked indignant. “Why, of all the…” he began. Then his face blanched. “Oh, Lord.” He passed a hand over his eyes.

“What happened, Dom?” Lord Amberley’s voice was quiet but it held an unmistakable note of authority.

“Those two loose screws must have mistaken her for Madeline,” Lord Eden said, removing his hand from his face and looking first into the smoldering eyes of James Purnell and then at his brother. “I asked them to bring Madeline here. I thought she was just about to…Well, that is another story. It was all a mistake, anyway. When I found Mad was still in the ballroom, I thought no harm had been done. I might have known it was strange that Faber and Jones just disappeared without a word. Oh, Lord!”

“My sister has led a very sheltered existence,” James Purnell said. “She has had a strict upbringing.”

Lord Eden closed his eyes. “Oh, God,” he said. “She must have been terrified. But I can’t understand it. Both Jones and Faber know Madeline. Does Miss Purnell look so much like her? I say, Edmund, that wasn’t her stepping into the carriage outside just now, was it?”

“Probably,” Lord Amberley said. He held up a staying hand. “But this is not the time to rush out to make your apologies, Dom. Miss Purnell must be taken home without further delay. I suggest, sir”—he turned his attention to their visitor—“that you return later if you require satisfaction from Lord Eden, as I can well understand you may. I shall call at Curzon Street after luncheon.”

James Purnell looked steadily at each brother in turn before bowing curtly and turning to the door without another word.

“Oh, Lord,” Lord Eden said as soon as the door closed behind him, “what a coil!”

“I don’t believe I have any sympathy to spare for you, Dom,” his brother said, moving at last to sit heavily in the large mahogany-and-leather chair behind his desk. “Even if it had been Madeline I found, I would have been outraged. She was bound and gagged. Her hands were paralyzed when I released them, and she was quite unable to say a word until I had helped her to a drink of water. And you entrusted such treatment of our sister to two of your friends? Not at all the thing, Dom. And that is the understatement of the decade. I have a mind to level you with my own fists and leave nothing for Mr. Purnell to gain satisfaction from.”

“I thought she was going to elope with that Fairhaven reptile,” Lord Eden said. “I had to go after him, Edmund. I had to leave my friends to take Mad out of the way.”

“You could not just have told her the game was up and set Mama to keeping watch over her?” Lord Amberley said wearily. “You never could take the easy and obvious course, could you, Dom? I don’t see how I am to get you out of this. You will be fortunate indeed if you do not end up dead with a bullet between your eyes. And you will be honor bound to delope if it comes to a duel, you know.”

“I deserve no less,” Lord Eden said with bitter remorse. “The poor girl, Edmund. I have probably put her through a more frightening experience than I would feel looking down the barrel of Purnell’s pistol. Do you know her? I cannot put a face to the name, I must confess. Is she very young?”

“She has backbone, I believe,” Lord Amberley said. “She was not about to show me that she was afraid. And she told me I might kill her before she would beg anyone to pay a ransom for her.”

“I am going to have to marry her, am I not?” Lord Eden said. “I have been trying to ignore the knowledge for the past few minutes. There is no other course open to me, is there? Unless Purnell lays me out cold, of course.”

“That has already been taken care of,” his brother said quietly.

“You mean you have made my offer for me?” Lord Eden asked, eyebrows raised. He looked at his brother more closely, and his eyes sharpened. “Oh, no, Edmund, not you. You have not offered for the girl, have you? You can’t do it, old chap. This has nothing whatsoever to do with you.”

“On the contrary,” Lord Amberley said. “Miss Purnell has spent the night in my house, Dom. And I found her and was a few minutes alone with her in Madeline’s bedchamber. I will be offering for her. You need have no worries on that head.”

“Oh, I say,” his brother said, flushing and confronting Lord Amberley across the desk. “I can’t allow that, you know. You cannot always be taking my burdens on your shoulders, Edmund. I am the one responsible for this mess. I must be the one to marry her.”

“I shall be calling on Lord Beckworth after luncheon,” Lord Amberley said, a note of finality in his voice, “regardless of your plans, Dom. Now, if you will excuse me, I shall go and shave and tidy myself. My clothes were very hastily donned before I came down here.”

“Lord Beckworth!” Lord Eden said. “She isn’t Beckworth’s daughter, is she? Good God, I wouldn’t like to cross that character. But I seem to have done just that, don’t I? I’m not sure I’ll particularly enjoy crossing swords with the brother either, if it comes to that. And Miss Purnell, Edmund—is she pretty?”

“Quite remarkably lovely, I would guess, when she is properly groomed,” Lord Amberley said from the doorway as he let himself out of the room.
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