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			Prologue

			“It’s barely dawn and yet already so busy.”

			Suzette nodded silently at her sister’s comment as she peered out the carriage window at the bustling activity on the streets they were passing through. London was fascinating and exciting in comparison to the sleepy village outside the estate where they had been born and had grown up. Or it would have been if Suzette’s thoughts weren’t preoccupied with worry for her father.

			“Do you think we will find Father at the townhouse?” Lisa asked as if reading her mind.

			Suzette sighed and sank back in her seat, her gaze skipping over the other two women in the carriage. Suzette’s maid, Georgina, was older by a decade, which was reflected in her silent composure as she peered out the opposite window at the passing buildings. Lisa’s maid, Bet, was as young as Lisa herself and in comparison the girl was practically vibrating in her seat with excitement. Her freckled face reflected animated awe as she too looked out the window.

			“I hope so,” Suzette said finally, her gaze sliding back to her sister.

			Lisa sank wearily back in her own seat and Suzette frowned as she noted the small dark smudges around the girl’s eyes and the pallor of her skin. Lisa had been favored with their mother’s pale hair and coloring, her skin always a fine porcelain that Suzette had often envied, but she didn’t envy the way the skin around her eyes would darken, making them appear sunken when she hadn’t had enough sleep. And between their worries and the discomfort of travel, neither of them had had enough sleep of late.

			“What if he isn’t there?” Lisa asked, her gaze moving dully out the window on their side of the carriage.

			Suzette felt her mouth tighten at the thought. They hadn’t heard from their father since he’d left for London more than a month ago. Lord Cedrick Madison had headed to town to sign some business papers, and had assured them he would return by week’s end. He could have returned sooner, but intended to check on their sister Christiana as well while there. The oldest of the three, Christiana had married Richard Fairgrave, the Earl of Radnor nearly a year ago and the pair had moved to his townhouse in London.

			Suzette missed her older sister. She was also a touch worried because, while she and Lisa had been writing Chrissy regularly, they hadn’t received responses. That hadn’t concerned them too much at first. They understood that Chrissy would have many changes to adjust to and no doubt had a busy, exciting life in London now with little time for correspondence. But as the time had lengthened with still no response, they’d begun to fret, so it had been a relief that their father would have this opportunity to check on her.

			However, their father hadn’t returned at week’s end with tales of Christiana’s well-being and happiness. He hadn’t returned at all. Neither had there been a message from him. After two such weeks, Suzette had sent a letter inquiring after his well-being and asking what word he had of Christiana. At the three-week point without an answer, she’d sent another message, along with one from Lisa. When they’d reached the month point with still no word, Suzette hadn’t been able to stand the worry and strain of wondering anymore. It was starting to seem like London was swallowing up her family members one at a time. She’d decided she would follow their father to town and find out what was happening. It hadn’t been very surprising when Lisa had insisted on accompanying her.

			The two had set out, taking along their maids and four footmen to ward off any highwaymen who might see them as easy pickings. It appeared to have worked; they’d arrived in London unaccosted and would soon arrive at the family townhouse. Hopefully, they would also soon learn what was going on.

			“If he is not there, we shall find out where he is,” Suzette finally answered, and was glad Lisa didn’t then question her as to how they would manage that because she really had no idea. This was the first time either of them had visited London and she hadn’t a clue what to expect. So far it wasn’t very impressive. It seemed a world of endless buildings all crowding together under a thickening cloud of sea-coal smoke which she assumed was from so many hearths being lit this cold morning. Suzette preferred the quiet, tranquil life in the country where she was able to at least see the sky.

			The only way Suzette knew they had finally arrived at the Madison townhouse was that the carriage stopped. While it had been in the family for generations, she’d never actually seen the Madison London residence before and found herself peering curiously over it as she stepped out of the carriage. It was rather large and grand looking, but then it had belonged to their mother’s family, the Seftons, and they had been notoriously wealthy. Her grandfather had actually been called “Old moneybags Sefton” due to the wealth he had both inherited and increased. The man had left that wealth to his granddaughters on his death, dividing it three ways to give each of them a dower that would surely have the fortune hunters after them when they debuted. Or, it would have had he not insisted it be kept a secret.

			“It looks very grand, doesn’t it,” Lisa murmured as she paused beside her. “Though a little run-down.”

			Suzette nodded silently, not surprised at the small signs of neglect here and there. There had been little money this last year thanks to her father and she had no doubt he’d cut back on servants and whatever else he’d felt wasn’t absolutely necessary in an effort to save money. After a quick word with the maids to ensure they oversaw the unloading of their chests, Suzette led Lisa up the front walk.

			One of the heavy double front doors was opened before they’d reached it. A sleepy-eyed butler peered out, his gaze sliding with some irritation over Suzette and Lisa. There was no doubting his annoyance at such an early call, at first, but then his gaze slid to the carriage. Apparently recognizing the family crest of the Madison Barony, he immediately straightened, his expression becoming much more welcoming. Well, as welcoming as a British butler’s face got, Suzette supposed as the man allowed just a hint of a curve to touch the corners of his mouth.

			“My ladies Madison,” the man greeted.

			Suzette nodded, forcing a small smile of her own as she led Lisa past the man and into the house. Pausing in the entry, she turned back to him, removing her gloves as she asked, “Where is our father?”

			“Er ...” The man looked nonplussed for a moment, his eyes sliding toward the stairs and then along the hall before he suddenly relaxed and offered, “I believe he is in his office, my lady.”

			Suzette glanced up the hall in that direction, spotting the crack of light coming from under one door, and knew at once it must be the office. Leading Lisa that way, she said, “Thank you. Our maids shall be following directly. Please have someone show them to rooms we can use while here and have servants help to prepare them.”

			“Of course, my lady.” The man was moving off up the hall, no doubt in search of the requested servants even as Suzette reached the door to the office. Too anxious to bother knocking, she opened it at once and started in, only to pause abruptly at the state of the room. The first thing of note was the smell, the acrid scent of stale pipe smoke and old booze permeated the air and struck her like a fist. Suzette wrinkled her nose with a disgust that only increased as her gaze slid over the empty glasses and plates strewn about the room. Most seemed concentrated around two chairs set by the fire, though there were nearly as many covering the desk’s surface around their father’s slumped form. While the glasses were all empty of liquid, each plate held a half-eaten or untouched meal left to spoil. It was apparent their father had spent most of this last month in this room. Judging by the smell and state of things, he’d spent most of that time drinking and puffing away on his pipe and very little time or energy eating.

			“Oh dear,” Lisa breathed. “Something must be terribly wrong.”

			Suzette grimaced at the vast understatement. This just was not like the Cedrick Madison who had raised them. Obviously, there was something terribly wrong. Their father was without a jacket, his shirtsleeves rolled up, and his hair a ruffled mess. He also lay with his head on his arms on the desktop, obviously asleep, or passed out. She couldn’t be sure which.

			Swallowing the lump that worry had lodged in her throat, Suzette pushed the door closed and moved toward the desk, saying softly, “Father?”

			“He is just sleeping, isn’t he?” Lisa asked worriedly as they paused at the front of the desk.

			Concern growing at the question, Suzette leaned forward to nudge her father’s arm and was immediately sorry she had. He did respond to it, rearing upright and then dropping back in his seat, but the man they were now confronted with was even less the Cedrick Madison they knew than they’d first thought. This man had bloodshot eyes, a sallow complexion, and a couple weeks’ worth of facial hair that held bits of food caught in it. He also wore a shirt that obviously hadn’t been changed in a while, but was a wordless menu of the meals he’d half eaten lately. He smelled atrocious.

			Suzette retrieved a hanky from up her sleeve and held it to her nose so as to avoid the smell.

			“Papa?” Lisa breathed with disbelief.

			Cedrick Madison blinked at them owlishly, confusion on his face. “Damn me, what’re ye doin’ here?” he asked, his voice faint and bewildered as his bleary gaze slid from Suzette to Lisa, and then he peered around with uncertainty. “Where’m I? Did I come home, then?”

			Suzette’s mouth tightened grimly. Every word the man spoke was accompanied by the scent of spirits, and he was very unsteady in his seat. It was Lisa who gently said, “You are in your office in the London townhouse.”

			Cedrick Madison’s shoulders slumped slightly with disappointment. “Then ’twasn’t a dream? It happened again?”

			Suzette felt her heart stutter in her chest and dread begin to gather at the last question. “What happened again? What the devil is going on, Father?”

			“Oh,” he sighed the word on another waft of whiskey-soaked breath and ran one hand wearily through his hair. “I’m afraid I may have got us into another spot of bother.”

			“Not gambling again, Papa?” Lisa asked with alarm, and he nodded miserably.

			“How bad is it?” Suzette asked grimly. The last time, he’d gambled them to the edge of ruin and only Christiana’s marriage to Dicky had saved them from falling into that sad pit of shame.

			“Bad. As bad as last time or maybe worse,” he admitted, shamefaced, and then sounded bewildered as he added, “I dunno how’t happened. I didn’t mean to. I just—” He shook his head in misery. “But I did, and then I tried to fix it. I’ve approached everyone I can think of who wouldn’t let the secret out. I’ve begged to borrow. I’d even steal if I could. I just can’t seem to fix it.”

			Suzette stared at him, horror, betrayal and fear rising up in her like a wave, and all churning up a foamy topping of rage that roared through her. Hands clenching, she dug her nails into herpalms and growled, “You never had any papers to sign at all, did you? You’ve never had to come to town to sign papers before. It was all just a ruse to get you to town. The truth is, you came here to gamble. That was why the sudden trip to London. Wasn’t it?”

			“No,” he protested at once, standing on obviously shaky legs. “Langley wrote. He was concerned about your sister. He said he suspected Dicky was mistreating her. He said he had been turned away from the house three times and was worried about her. He knew Dicky couldn’t turn me away and wanted me to check on her. I swear.”

			Suzette merely stared at him with disbelief. Robert Langley was a neighbor and family friend, and usually a trustworthy source of information, but it was hard to believe Christiana’s husband, Richard, would treat her poorly. The man had seemed to adore her when they’d married just a year ago.

			It was Lisa who made this protest aloud, saying staunchly, “Dicky wouldn’t treat Chrissy badly, he loves her.”

			“He seemed to,” their father agreed on a sigh. “But Robert wouldn’t lie and if Dicky is treating her badly ...” He shook his head and sank wearily back onto his chair. “Anyway, that was the reason I came to town. I swear I never intended to gamble. I’m not even sure how it happened,” he repeated with a frown.

			“And how are we supposed to believe that?” Suzette asked, biting out the words in her fury. “How can we believe anything you say? You promised us you would never ever gamble again and yet here we stand on the verge of ruin for the second time in little more than a year!”

			“I know,” Cedrick Madison moaned and covered his face with his hands. His next words were muffled as he said, “I don’t understand how it happened. I really don’t recall gambling, I must have had too much to drink or something.”

			“How convenient,” she snapped coldly, and then asked, “And how exactly did checking on Chrissy land you drunk in a gaming hell?”

			His hands dropped away from his face and he said wearily, “She wasn’t in when I arrived at their townhouse, and Dicky took me for a drink at the club. I recall going there and his suggesting a quick stop at the gaming hell. He—”

			“Dicky took you to the gaming hell?” Lisa asked with a combination of dismay and disbelief.

			“I think so.” He didn’t look at all certain. “I mean, I said no when he suggested it, but I also recall being at the gaming hell, so—”

			“Oh, so you do recall that much, do you?” Suzette asked grimly, and then screeched, “You shouldn’t even have been there! Obviously you intended to gamble or you wouldn’t have gone. How could you do this again?!” She sucked in her breath and then hissed, “Gambling your own daughters to the edge of ruin not once, but twice. I’m glad Mother is not around to see the useless, drunken wastrel you’ve become.”

			Suzette didn’t wait to see how he reacted to the words, but promptly whirled on her heel and stormed out of the room, too sickened by the sight of him to stay any longer.

			Lisa followed quickly, pulling the door closed behind her. She then asked worriedly, “What are we going to do?”

			“I don’t know,” Suzette admitted, coming to a halt. Her throat was tight and she felt lightheaded, as if something had been cinched around her chest and was preventing her breathing. She forced herself to take a deep breath in an effort to calm herself, and then began to pace, and muttered, “I need to think.”

			Lisa nodded and fell silent, simply watching as she strode the length of the hall from the office to the front door and back.

			It didn’t take much thinking for Suzette to realize what she had to do. They were in the same position they had been in the last time their father gambled, just a year ago. They had only saved themselves then by Chrissy marrying, claiming her dower, and paying off the debt. It seemed obvious that was what had to happen again. Only this time it was Suzette who would have to marry, claim her dower and pay off the debt. The thought had barely struck her when the front door opened and the Madison footmen appeared, carrying their chests.

			“Wait,” she said, hurrying to block their path. “You need to put those back on the carriage. We are not staying here.”

			“We aren’t?” Lisa asked with surprise, moving to her side as the men began to back out of the door with their burden. “Where are we going?”

			“To Christiana and Dicky’s,” Suzette said firmly, catching Lisa’s hand and pulling her along as she followed the men out of the house. “I shall have to marry like Chrissy did to take care of matters,” she whispered the last word, not wishing to be overheard by the servants. Though they probably already knew, she supposed on a sigh, and continued, “Father spends all his time in the country, but Christiana and Dicky are here in town with invitations to balls and such. They can introduce us to society, which is imperative if I am to find a husband.”

			“Oh Suzette,” Lisa said and sounded almost pitying. She then suggested, “Perhaps Dicky would be willing to pay again.”

			Suzette smiled wryly at the doubt in Lisa’s voice. Apparently she didn’t really think it likely, and Suzette understood that fully. Dicky had already paid a huge sum the first time around. Though he’d gained it back via the dower, it wasn’t really reasonable to expect him to pay again ... especially if he was now treating Christiana badly. If that was true, it suggested to her that he hadn’t really been in love with their sister at all as he’d claimed, which left only the dower to bring about the proposal. If that was the case, he’d hardly want to give up any more of it, but she merely said, “Nay. Christiana paid for Father’s first little adventure in the gaming hells in London. Dicky would be very angry to be expected to pay again and rightly so. Besides, she shouldn’t have to pay again. ’Tis my turn.”

			They had reached the carriage by then and Suzette moved to the driver to tell him where they were going next. She then urged Lisa back into the carriage they had so recently escaped. It was a lot roomier with just the two of them and Suzette wasn’t surprised when Lisa said, “What about our maids?”

			Suzette sighed and glanced out the window toward the house. No doubt the maids had gone above stairs to help ready their rooms while they waited for the chests to be brought up. She considered going in to fetch them, but then shook her head. “Perhaps it is better to leave them here for now. At least until we are sure we are welcome at Christiana and Dicky’s.”

			“Of course we are welcome. She is our sister,” Lisa said at once, seeming startled at the suggestion they might not be.

			“Yes, well, but she hasn’t written us since leaving, has she?” Suzette pointed out gently.

			“I’m sure the letters were just lost,” Lisa said at once.

			“Or Dicky won’t let her write us,” Suzette murmured, biting her lip.

			Lisa frowned, but then said reluctantly, “I suppose he could have. Father did say Robert claims Dicky treats Chrissy awful.”

			“Exactly.” Suzette frowned and shook her head with bewilderment. “It is so hard to believe. It has only been a year and he was so charming and loving when he courted her.” In truth, the man had been the perfect romantic hero, sweeping in to save them from ruin, professing undying love for Christiana and courting her with such verve and charm that all three girls had been half in love with him.

			“Robert wouldn’t lie,” Lisa pointed out unhappily.

			“No,” she agreed with a sigh. “Which means all that charm and verve he showed in courting Chrissy was probably for show, to bait the trap and get her to fall in love with and marry him.”

			“Why?” Lisa asked with a frown.

			“What else? The dower,” Suzette said dryly. “If he didn’t truly love her that could be the only reason to want to marry her.”

			“But no one knows about our dowers,” Lisa said at once. “Grandfather insisted on it so we could avoid fortune seekers.”

			“Well, Dicky must have found out,” Suzette said reasonably. “Besides, nothing is ever a secret. You know that. Servants talk and secrets get out.”

			“I suppose,” Lisa said reluctantly. She grimaced. “And it was all rather sudden, a whirlwind really. It was only a couple of weeks between when father came home with the news of our impending ruin and Christiana and Dicky’s wedding. I suppose Dicky could have pretended his adoration for a couple of weeks.”

			“Yes, he could have,” Suzette agreed grimly.

			“What if you are stuck with a bad husband too?” Lisa asked unhappily.

			Suzette felt her lips tighten. There was little chance to meet a man she could love and be sure loved her in two weeks, and she was damned if she was going to spend her life being treated shabbily by her own husband. So she wouldn’t look for love, Suzette decided and announced, “I shall look for a husband I can control, or at least one I can insure won’t control me.”

			“How?” Lisa asked uncertainly.

			“I shall find a husband who needs coin,” Suzette said grimly. “One land rich and desperate enough for money to run that land that he’ll agree to a marriage contract that allows me half my dower and the right to live my own life.”

			“Oh, that’s—” Lisa paused and glanced out the window as the carriage jerked forward and they set off. She then glanced back to Suzette and asked uncertainly, “Is that even possible?”

			“If we both agree to it,” Suzette said, but wasn’t as certain as she tried to sound. The only thing she was certain of was that she was going to do her damnedest to achieve that end.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			“What is taking so long?”

			Daniel Woodrow raised his eyebrows at his friend’s impatient words. It was rare to see Richard Fairgrave, the Earl of Radnor, so impatient, but then the situation was a rare one indeed. In fact, he suspected it was a one of a kind situation. Certainly, Daniel had never before heard of a set of events that would lead to a man confronting himself over his own murder.

			A wry smile curved Daniel’s lips at the thought. It wasn’t really an accurate description of what was about to occur, but it was how every single person attending the ball would see it. As far as society knew, a year ago George Fairgrave, the younger twin by a matter of moments to Richard Fairgrave, the Earl of Radnor, had died in a tragic fire. However, George hadn’t died. It was Richard who had been meant to die in the fire, one George himself had arranged so that he could take Richard’s place in the world and claim his title and wealth. But even Richard hadn’t died that night. He had managed to bribe his would-be killers into letting him live and had instead landed in America, penniless, half starved and near death, but alive. Richard had recovered slowly with the aid of kind homesteaders, and then sent a letter to Daniel requesting his help in returning to England and regaining his title and position.

			Daniel supposed Richard had sent him the letter because any of their other friends might, understandably, have ignored his warnings not to approach the man parading as Richard Fairgrave to verify the situation. But then most of those men did not have a secret like he had, one that Richard knew and had mentioned in his letter. At least Daniel didn’t think they did. Whatever the case, he had known at once that it was Richard’s hand writing the letter, and had wasted no time booking a ship to America to find and bring back the man.

			“What the devil is the holdup?” Richard fretted again, looking ready to bolt from the carriage and walk the rest of the way to their destination.

			“The Landons’ ball is the first of the season. Everyone attends it, so the lineup of carriages with passengers waiting to disembark gets long,” Daniel pointed out. Hoping to calm him, he leaned out the window to inspect the number of carriages remaining before they would be able to disembark, and sighed his relief as he sat back in his seat again. “There are only two carriages left ahead of us. We shall be able to alight presently.”

			Richard grunted at this news, but rather than relax, tensed even further and muttered, “I am counting on you to keep me from killing my bastard brother before he confesses all.”

			“Of course,” Daniel said solemnly, not doubting for a moment that Richard was struggling with the desire to pummel the man on sight. Certainly, George deserved it for what he’d done. However, killing him before he confessed all and Richard was assured of regaining his title and position again would not be good. It was why they’d decided to have the confrontation here at possibly the best-attended ball of the season. They needed to startle George into a confession and with as many witnesses as possible. Fortunately, they’d arrived in time to attend it, barely. The ship they’d returned on from America had only set anchor that morning and then they’d had to arrange for the appropriate clothes for both of them to attend.

			“Finally.”

			Richard’s heartfelt murmur drew Daniel’s attention to the fact that they were now pulling up in front of Landon House. The other man waited just long enough for the carriage to roll to a halt, but could restrain himself no further and immediately opened the carriage door and burst out before it could be opened for them. Daniel followed, offering an apologetic nod to the footman Richard had nearly trampled in his hurry to escape, then rushed after his friend.

			Once inside the house, there was a line of people all awaiting their turn to be announced. Daniel wasn’t terribly surprised when Richard bypassed the line and walked alongside it to the ballroom entry. Richard had no desire to be announced. They could hardly take George by surprise if the man heard the announcement of the name he’d usurped and been using this last year, and their plan depended on being right in front of the imposter when he realized Richard was not dead and his grand scheme was about to collapse on his head. Bypassing the line, however, stirred a sudden rush of whispers from those waiting. It also caused the servant announcing arrivals to stutter in surprise as Richard and Daniel sailed past. That didn’t slow either man, however, and they jogged quickly down the short stairs to the ballroom floor before stopping to survey the crowds in search of one George Cainan Fairgrave, imposter to the Radnor earldom and attempted murderer.

			“The Landons always throw a successful ball, and I’d say this is one too, wouldn’t you?”

			Suzette forced her gaze back to her dance partner and managed a polite smile and nod. She then turned her head away again, unable to bear the man’s breath any longer than that. Really, this entire night was turning out to be very disappointing, and she was beginning to think she’d severely misjudged the situation. Suzette supposed she’d allowed her imagination to carry her away. She’d imagined Christiana and Lisa ferreting out a dozen or so handsome, honorable and charming young men who were perfect in every way except that they were in dire straits financially. She’d imagined each of these men then vying for her hand, eager to woo her and happily accepting both herself and a large dower in exchange for allowing her access to a portion of the dower and the freedom to lead her own life.

			She’d been an idiot, obviously, Suzette acknowledged. First of all, women were not allowed to approach the men. The woman was to await the men approaching her. The man would ask to be introduced, request a quadrille or what have you, the lady would then put him down on the dance card and dance each scheduled dance with the man on her card. They had, of course, been forced to work within these strictures, Suzette accepting every invitation, entering the name on her card and then handing it over to Christiana and Lisa while she was dancing so that they could get the gossip on each man on the card. As each man then came to claim her for his allotted dance, Suzette would glance to Lisa and Christiana, who would give her the signals they’d agreed on to let her know if the gentleman in question was an eligible bachelor with a title and/or land, but in need of funds to shore them up.

			So far, Suzette had done very well by some standards. Certainly, her dance card was full and she had done little but dance all night. Unfortunately, it seemed that while there were plenty of handsome and charming young men willing to dance with her, few of them filled her requirements of needing a wealthy wife. And those few who did, were not attractive, honorable and charming young men. So far, only one had been anywhere near young.

			The first man Lisa had signaled needed a wealthy bride had been older than her father; round and pasty faced. He’d spent their entire dance complaining about his gout while leering at her breasts through her gown. The second prospect had been younger, but he’d been tall, alarmingly thin and had actually asked to check her teeth as if she were a horse at auction, and that without her stating that she was in the market for a husband. The third had been the young one, but he had been far too young. In fact, she suspected he wasn’t more than sixteen though he’d claimedto be older. His face had been spotty and he’d had the distressing habit of picking at it as he’d talked to her before and after their dance. Though, he hadn’t really talked so much as stuttered out his desire to dance with her.

			Now she was dancing with Lord Willthrop, who, while a little younger than her father, also had a hook nose that appeared to cause him some trouble since he was constantly sniffing. He also had terrible breath and a very pompous attitude.

			Suzette was beginning to despair that her plan was doomed. For she’d happily embrace scandal and ruination before she’d embrace any of the men she’d so far encountered. Of course, she didn’t really have that option, because it wouldn’t just be herself cast into scandal if she failed to find a husband and claim her dower. Her father would as well, though it was little more than he deserved for bringing this down upon them all, but so would her little sister Lisa and—married or not—Christiana as well would suffer. Suzette couldn’t allow that to happen if she could prevent it.

			She grimaced at the thought, and then sighed with relief as the dance finally came to an end. Suzette managed not to rush rudely away from Willthrop to get as far from his bad breath as she could. While she would have liked to, she had been raised better than that and, instead, allowed him to walk her off the dance floor, nodding stiffly as he thanked her for the dance.

			“I believe the next dance is mine.”

			Suzette paused to glance to the man who had appeared at her side as she and Willthrop reached the edge of the dance floor.

			“Ah, Danvers,” Willthrop said in greeting. He then turned to nod to Suzette before moving off into the crowd.

			Suzette watched him go, and then turned to her next partner, vaguely recalling agreeing to dance with him early on in the evening. Her gaze slid over his face, taking note that there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with him. He was average in looks, attractive even when he smiled as he was now doing. He was also only five to ten years older than she, and he wasn’t sniffling, leering, or picking at spots. In fact, his complexion was spot free. He, of course, would be one of the not-in-need-of-money men, she supposed with a weary cynicism and glanced around in search of her sisters. She spotted Lisa first and raised a querying eyebrow. Her other eyebrow flew up to join it when Lisa gave her first the signal for land, then title, and finally the signal they’d agreed on for no money.

			Suzette immediately started to turn back to Danvers, a smile blooming on her lips, but that smile died suddenly and her jaw dropped open as she spotted Dicky making his way quickly through the people on the edges of the dance floor. He was headed straight for Christiana, who stood surrounded by a group of older women, no doubt garnering all the gossip she could on prospective husbands for Suzette.

			“It can’t be,” Suzette breathed with dismay as she stared at the man they’d left for dead when heading for the ball that night.

			“Is there something wrong, my lady?” Danvers asked.

			Suzette glanced to Danvers with confusion, so overset at the sight of her brother-in-law apparently alive and well that for a moment she couldn’t recall why this man was at her side. Recollection struck her a blink later, but she merely shook her head and hurried away, forgetting even to mumble an excuse as she rushed toward Lisa.

			“What are you doing?” Lisa asked with amazement as Suzette caught her arm and hustled her through the crowd toward their older sister. “He was a prospect, and much better than the others so far. He—” The younger woman’s words died on a strangled gasp as Suzette brought her to a halt next to Christiana and Lisa saw who their older sister was gaping at. When their brother-in-law turned toward them at the sound, Lisa breathed with horror, “But you’re dead.” Her head swiveled to Christiana. “Wasn’t he dead, Chrissy? We packed ice around him and everything.”

			“The ice must have revived his cold dead heart,” Suzette said, anger helping her recover quickly from her shock. Glaring at the man, she added a dry but heartfelt, “More’s the pity.”

			If Dicky looked surprised by her comments, Christiana looked absolutely horrified.

			“Suzette!” she gasped, shuffling a little closer as if to physically silence her if Suzette tried to make another such comment. “Perhaps we should go out for some air. Lisa looks ready to faint and you, Suzie, obviously need some time to cool yourself. Perhaps so much dancing has overheated you.”

			Suzette was about to snort at the suggestion that dancing had brought about her bitter words when her arm was suddenly taken in a firm grip and the words “Allow me” rang in her ears.

			Glancing around with a start, she frowned at the man who had suddenly appeared out of seemingly thin air and stepped between her and Lisa, taking both of them in hand like recalcitrant children. He was already turning them firmly away from Christiana and Dicky as he added, “I shall see the ladies outside so the two of you might talk.”

			Suzette immediately began to tug on her arm, trying to free herself of his hold, but he didn’t even seem to notice. Her captor simply held firm and glanced over his shoulder to suggest to the couple he was dragging them away from, “You might consider somewhere more private for this discussion.”

			As Dicky took Christiana’s arm to guide her away in the opposite direction, Suzette scowled at the man dragging her and Lisa through the crowd. She opened her mouth to order him to let them go, but then paused as she took her first good look at the man. He was a good head taller than her, his hair a dark brown, the ends curling a bit as if in need of a cut and his face in profile was quite nice, a strong chin, a straight nose, and eyes— He turned toward her, glancing at her in question, and she decided he had quite the nicest green eyes she’d ever seen, a true green like fresh grass after a rain. He was definitely a good-looking fellow... and he was still manhandling her toward the French doors leading to the terrace.

			Her scowl returning, she mimicked the tone he’d used with Dicky and Christiana and said, “You might consider letting us go and minding your own business ... or else I shall be forced to stomp on your foot, sir.”

			“My lord,” he corrected, sounding amused at her threat. “Daniel, Lord Woodrow.”

			Suzette glowered at the man and was trying to work out how to stomp on his foot while he was forcing them to move so quickly, when he suddenly stopped, drawing her and Lisa to a halt as well. Before she could take advantage and stomp on him as planned, however, someone said, “I believe this is my dance.”

			Suzette glanced around with surprise, eyes widening further when she saw the handsome, ice-blond man before them. She didn’t recall agreeing to dance with him, and was sure she would have definitely remembered him. Besides, she knew she’d already promised the dance to Danvers, but she certainly had no compunction about taking advantage and agreeing to the dance to escape the Woodrow fellow trying to herd her and her sister out of the ballroom. The problem was that it would leave Lisa to Lord Woodrow’s tender mercies and she couldn’t do that. She was opening her mouth to politely explain to the blond man that he was confused and it wasn’t his dance when Lisa blushed prettily and said, “Yes, actually it is. Thank you, my lord. However, I fear I can’t leave my sister at the moment and—”

			“Don’t be silly,” Woodrow said easily, releasing Lisa. “I shall look after your sister for you. Go, have your dance.”

			“Oh but—” Lisa glanced to Suzette with dismay, but the blond had already taken her arm and was leading her toward the dance floor.

			Sighing, Suzette waved her on. There was no sense in the two of them being manhandled and dragged about. Besides, she suspected she’d have more luck escaping Woodrow if she wasn’t busy worrying about Lisa getting away as well. Still, she watched the couple a little enviously as they moved off. The man was incredibly handsome. Unfortunately, his expensive clothes suggested wealth, which meant he probably wasn’t the kind of man she needed were she to save the family from their father’s folly; but Lisa was free to marry whom she chose and for no other reason than love ... and that was what she truly envied, Suzette acknowledged unhappily. It really didn’t seem fair that she had to sacrifice herself for the family, but then life rarely was fair, she supposed.

			Woodrow urged her forward again and Suzette gave up staring after her sister and turned her attention to her predicament.

			“It really isn’t proper for a young lady to allow herself to be led outside by a strange man,” she pointed out grimly as he ushered her through a set of French doors and out onto a torchlit terrace. “We haven’t even been properly introduced.”

			Daniel glanced down at the woman he held so firmly in hand. The sister to the woman George had married while pretending to be Richard. Truly that news had come as a shock to both him and Richard when they’d heard it from their host. Landon had approached them as they’d still been searching the ball attendees for the apparently not present George. The man had greeted them claiming to be surprised that Richard was attending because his wife had claimed he was too ill to come.

			Wife?

			That had been a problem neither of them had even imagined and it had sent Richard straight to the woman Landon had pointed out once the man had quit their company to see to his other guests. One of the women around Lady Radnor had addressed the wife as “Christiana,” when he and Richard had reached the petite blonde and she in turn had most helpfully named her sisters on their arrival. Lisa was the young blonde one he had released in the ballroom. The little virago who had made such rude comments about Dicky’s apparent resurrection, and who now remained in his care, was Suzette.

			Daniel’s gaze was most thorough as he inspected her. Suzette. The name slid through his thoughts again. A pretty name for a pretty woman. He suspected she might even be beautiful did she not look so vexed. Oddly enough, though, he rather liked the vexed look on her. Most debutantes would have been hiding their anger behind madly fluttering fans and forced smiles. This one had no problem showing her true feelings. It made a refreshing change.

			“I did introduce myself,” he pointed out mildly as he urged her across the terrace to the steps leading down into the gardens. Daniel had at first only intended on taking the sisters out to the terrace to give Richard some privacy to deal with Christiana and find out what he could about George. However, he now decided he might be able to aid Richard by finding out himself what he could. Certainly, there did seem to be a lot going on that was pertinent to the situation. All three women had seemed equally shocked to see who they thought was Dicky there at the ball, and it had been said more than once that he’d been thought to be dead. If George was dead, then all of Richard’s plans could be in jeopardy.

			“That wasn’t a proper introduction and you know it,” she snapped, tugging at her arm again.

			“Very true,” he agreed easily, holding firm and urging her deeper into the gardens, following a barely discernible path through the trees. “However, I suspect you aren’t a proper lady so we should do well enough.”

			Suzette suddenly came to an abrupt halt and this time even his firm grip couldn’t keep her moving, at least not gracefully. If he didn’t stop he’d be dragging her along behind him like an old robe.

			Pausing, Daniel raised an eyebrow in question.

			“Would you care to repeat that?” she asked coldly.

			Daniel hesitated and then pointed out mildly, “I simply meant that I suspect you can be a little less than proper at times. Surely a proper young lady wouldn’t say what you did back there to Richard?”

			Her eyes became daggers, her mouth turning down with dislike. “Dicky deserved it. The man is a bounder. He’s a horrible husband and treats Christiana dreadfully.” She poked him in the chest with one finger of her free hand and added, “And you should be ashamed to be his friend.”

			Daniel resisted the urge to grab the finger poking him so sharply and said grimly, “I assure you I have never and will never be friends with your sister’s husband.” He allowed a moment for that to sink in and then added for good measure, “In fact, I think he’s a despicable creature who should be taken out in a field and shot.”

			“Really?” Suzette asked doubtfully.

			“Really,” Daniel assured her, thinking George would have a lot to answer for, when all was said and done. He’d obviously married Suzette’s sister, Christiana, in Richard’s name, which meant it wasn’t a legal marriage at all and the poor woman had been living in sin for however long the marriage had supposedly gone on. Once the truth came out, Christiana, Suzette and their younger sister would be cast into scandal so deep none of them would be free of it.

			Neither would Richard of course, he acknowledged. And then there was this business of George possibly being dead. If that was the case, it would make it much harder for Richard to reclaim his name and title. They had been counting on George’s confessing to prove Richard’s identity. Without that ... well, Christiana could claim Richard was really George, that he hadn’t died in the fire as believed and was just trying to claim everything now that his brother was dead, and many would believe it. Hell, she’d probably believe it. She and everyone else would wonder why he hadn’t come forward before “the Earl’s” death with these claims, and would doubt every word he said. It was turning out to be one hell of a mess, Daniel thought.

			“Then why are you helping Dicky like this?” Suzette asked with open disbelief, drawing his attention back to her.

			“I am not doing this to help Geo—Dicky ...” Daniel corrected himself and then rather than finish his explanation, he paused to consider the situation anew. Everyone so far had just assumed Richard was Dicky, which was obviously what George had insisted everyone call him. Richard would have never stood for the nickname. In fact, George was the only person who had called him that and had done it precisely because Richard hated it. But the point was, everyone was just accepting Richard was himself, and if George really was dead, surely the simplest way to handle the entire matter was for him to just step back into his life and continue as if he had never left it. Of course, that was, only if George was really dead. And it did mean Richard would have to uphold the marriage to Christiana, but—

			“Then why are you doing it?” Suzette asked impatiently, apparently tired of waiting for him to finish the explanation.

			Daniel pushed his thoughts aside for the moment and said, “I did this to prevent anyone else overhearing what I did back there. It all sounded just a bit too delightfully scandalous,” he said dryly, and then asked carefully, “Did you and your sisters really think Dicky dead and pack him in ice?”

			Suzette sighed with disgust at the question. “Yes. Though, obviously it was a bit premature since the man is alive and well after all.” She shook her head and added with bewilderment, “Though I’m sure he was dead.”

			“Perhaps he was just unconscious,” Daniel suggested.

			“He wasn’t breathing,” she argued dryly, and then frowned and said, “At least he didn’t seem to be. And I could have sworn his body had begun to cool as we packed him in ice, but perhaps my hands were just cold from handling the ice.”

			Daniel cleared his throat and asked delicately, “Well, what exactly preceded his apparent dying? Did he appear unwell?”

			Suzette scowled, her expression turning thoughtful as she set her mind back, and then she said slowly, “He certainly didn’t seem ill when he was trying to shoo us away from his door like a pair of matchstick girls. He seemed hale and hearty and pompous as a rooster.”

			“Shoo you away like a pair of matchstick girls?” Daniel asked curiously.

			“Hmm.” Suzette scowled. “We went to see Christiana about—well, some family business. But the butler left us waiting at the door while he fetched Dicky and then Dicky wasn’t even going to let us see her.” She looked amazed as she said that and then added, “Fortunately, Christiana appeared and intervened and managed to convince him to let us in.” Her mouth tightened at the memory and she added, “But then the bounder insisted we wait in the parlor while he and Christiana breakfasted first. I gather that was to punish us for showing up uninvited,” she added dryly. “And he was pompous as hell about it.”

			Daniel raised his eyebrows at the curse. Ladies did not generally curse like sailors. At least not the ladies he knew. Suzette was turning out to be a somewhat extraordinary lady, however.

			She sighed unhappily, and then continued. “When he finally did let Christiana come to us, he accompanied her at first. Of course, we didn’t want to talk about what Father had done again in front of him.”

			“What your father had done?” Daniel asked gently.

			Her expression closed and she ignored the question and went on, “But I managed to bore him to tears with gossip until he went away, and then we told Christiana all.”

			“All of what?” Daniel asked at once, growing increasingly curious.

			Whatever it was appeared to distress her and this time she didn’t ignore his question, but gave him a dry look and said, “You do not need to know. No one must know but my prospective husband.”

			“You are engaged?” he asked sharply. For some reason the idea bothered him.

			“No,” Suzette said looking as if she thought the very idea ridiculous. “But I have to be and we had gone to Christiana so that she could see that Lisa and I could attend the balls and such and find a prospective husband.”

			“I see,” Daniel said with disappointment. The woman was obviously in trouble and needed a quick marriage to hide that trouble, one that would probably come to fruition in less than nine months was his guess. The thought tarnished some of her beauty in his eyes.

			“Anyway, Christiana agreed of course. After all, she had to marry Dicky because of Father’s last faux pas, so she understood completely.”

			That was good, Daniel supposed, but he was now thoroughly confused again, not seeing how a father’s faux pas could leave the girl in the kind of trouble where she needed a fast marriage. At least not the nine months kind. Perhaps he’d misjudged her there, he thought.

			“So Christiana went to speak to Dicky about taking us out and about, but when she found him in the office, the idiot was dead.”

			Daniel bit his lip at her vexed tone. There was absolutely no grief in her voice at all, just irritation with the inconvenience of it all. But then George had never been one to inspire the finer feelings in those he encountered. Clearing his throat, he asked, “Did he fall and strike his head, or—”

			“No. He was simply sitting in his chair dead,” she said with exasperation, and then added with disgust, “He was obviously a victim of his own excess. We suspected his heart gave out. Certainly the glass and decanter of whiskey next to him suggested he didn’t take the best care of himself. I ask you, who drinks hard liquor first thing in the morning?”

			Daniel shook his head, finding it difficult to speak. She was just so annoyed as she spoke of the man’s death, as if he’d deliberately done it to mess up her plans. After a moment, he asked, “Are you sure he is dead?”

			Suzette gave him another one of those adorable “Don’t be ridiculous” looks. “Well, obviously he isn’t. He is here now,” she pointed out, and then shook her head and added almost under her breath, “Though I could have sworn ... The man didn’t even stir when he fell off the chair and slammed his head on the floor. Nor when I dropped him and his head crashed to the hardwood floor again, or when we rolled him in the carpet and dragged him upstairs, or when we dropped him in the hall and he rolled out of the carpet, or—”

			“Er,” Daniel interrupted, and then coughed into his hand to hide a laugh, before asking, “Why exactly were you carting him about in a carpet?”

			“Well, don’t be dense,” she said with exasperation. “We couldn’t let anyone know he was dead, could we?”

			“Couldn’t you?” he asked uncertainly.

			Suzette clucked with irritation. “Of course not. We would have had to go into mourning then. How would I find a husband if we were forced to abstain from polite society to observe mourning?”

			“Ah. I see,” Daniel said and he did see. Things were becoming much clearer. From her description of the abuse the man had taken without protest, George was most definitely probably dead.

			“Of course, Christiana wanted to call in the authorities and report his death. But I reminded her that we only have the two weeks for me to find a husband and claim my dower.”

			“Hmm,” Daniel said dryly, disappointment claiming him again as he realized that Suzette was just another woman in search of a husband with heavy pockets.

			“So, she agreed to put Dicky in his bed, pack him in ice, tell the servants he was ill and keep his death a secret for two nights so that I could find a husband.” Suzette’s mouth twisted and she muttered, “All that trouble and the man wasn’t even dead. I just know he shall ruin everything now. He’ll keep us from attending any more balls to find a husband. If he had any sense of honor at all, the man would have stayed dead.”

			“Unfortunately, it appears he was merely unconscious,” Daniel murmured. He was becoming quite certain George was dead. This might greatly simplify matters, or at least it would if Richard was willing to uphold the marriage to Christiana ... and really, Daniel was beginning to think that would be the most honorable thing to do here. While he didn’t think much of their looking to marry a man with money to solve their problems, it did seem a shame to cast the scandal of George’s actions on these three women when none of it was their fault at all.

			“Unconscious,” Suzette spat the word with disgust. “He must have been, and he had obviously been drinking.” She tsked with exasperation and stomped her foot, muttering, “Why could the beast not have been dead? I should have smothered him in his bed to be sure he was and stayed that way.”

			Daniel stared at her with amazement. His first thought was that, really, aside from her fortune hunting and homicidal tendencies, the woman was quite fascinating in her complete and utter lack of artifice. His next thought was that the ton would eat her alive. Artifice and subterfuge were necessary tools to survive society and she was obviously completely lacking in both.

			Suzette suddenly heaved out a put upon breath and muttered, “I suppose I had best be sure I find a husband tonight. Otherwise, surely Dicky will find some way to throw a spanner in my plans.”

			Daniel’s eyebrows flew up at her words and then she peered at him with interest.

			“You’re a handsome enough fellow,” she commented thoughtfully.

			Daniel blinked, and then muttered, “Oh ... er ... thank you. I think.”

			“You don’t seem a dullard either,” she added, tilting her head to inspect him consideringly.

			“Erm,” he said weakly.

			“And you aren’t old. That’s another plus.” Daniel was puzzling over that when she asked abruptly, “Are you rich?”

			At first, he was just startled by the blunt question. Someone with that artifice and subterfuge she lacked would have gone about finding that out in a much more roundabout way. Actually, most members of the ton wouldn’t even have tried to figure it out. They had all assumed for years that Daniel’s family was well heeled, and his mother had worked very hard to ensure everyone thought that. However, the truth was that they had been near paupers, selling off old family antiques one at a time to keep the creditors at bay, while trying desperately to uphold the image of wealth everyone expected.

			His mother had started pestering Daniel to find a wealthy wife the moment he’d come of age and he’d almost allowed himself to be pressured into it when one night, under the influence of too much alcohol, he’d confessed all to Richard. Richard hadn’t been surprised. Much to Daniel’s amazement it appeared his mother’s efforts hadn’t been as successful as she’d thought and his best friend had long suspected their financial state. Or, perhaps being that close he had simply noticed that Daniel wore the same clothes most of the time, treating them gingerly to make them last, or that their parlor was threadbare with wear, and that no one was allowed beyond the parlor, mostly because the rest of the house was nearly empty of furniture.

			Whatever the case, Richard hadn’t wanted to humiliate him by bringing up the subject, but had waited for Daniel to bring it up, and the moment he did, Richard offered to help. He offered to spot him for an investment he thought a good prospect. He would loan Daniel the money to invest, a loan that would be paid back with interest. It was only the last part that allowed Daniel to swallow his pride and accept the offer and he supposed Richard had known that and it was why he’d added it. So the two men had made the investment, and it had paid off. Even after paying back the loan with interest, Daniel had more than the initial loan, which he then promptly invested in another scheme Richard suggested.

			Richard Fairgrave had the Midas touch when it came to investments and was generous in sharing his business acumen with friends. Over the last ten years that feigned wealth his mother had tried so desperately to project throughout his childhood, had become real wealth. That was the secret Richard and he shared, and how Daniel had known it was the true Richard sending the letter.

			“Well,” Suzette asked. “Are you rich?”

			Daniel scowled at the bellicose female. The answer was he was now one of the wealthiest lords in England thanks to Richard. But while that meant his own mother had eased up on pressuring him to find a rich wife, she still wanted him to find a wife and give her grandbabies. However, he also found himself constantly stalked by marriage-minded mamas and their braying daughters, and, frankly, while he’d thought it rather amusing in a twisted way when he’d been poor and knew they were getting no bargain, Daniel now found it vastly annoying. He was more than a stallion for stud with a bag of gold between his legs. And as entertaining as Suzette was, he didn’t appreciate her interest in him being based only on his wealth. So he did what any reasonable man would do in this situation ... he lied.

			“I am as poor as a church mouse,” he announced with feigned regret. “In fact, poorer than a church mouse since just this last year I inherited Woodrow from my uncle and it is a terrible mess in need of a great deal of repair and care that I cannot afford.”

			The last part wasn’t a complete lie. He actually had inherited the family seat from his father’s older brother a year ago, and it was in horrible repair, nearly falling down really. He did have the money to repair it, however, and had been doing so for the last year. Actually, he’d inherited the estate shortly before George’s supposed death which had been meant to be Richard’s death, and had been at the estate taking in the poor state of repair and seeing what needed to be done to return it to its earlier glory when he’d received news of George’s death in the townhouse fire. By the time he got the news, the man’s body, or what everyone had thought was his body, was interred in the Fairgrave family vault and the dust had settled. Daniel had sent a letter of condolence to Richard, or who he’d thought was Richard in London, and offered to come to him if he needed a friend, but had never received a reply.

			Still, he’d intended to visit town and seek him out to see how he was handling his twin’s death at some point, but there had seemed to be one problem after another with the reparations at the estate, and then his mother had fallen gravely ill and nearly died. She had recovered, fortunately, but it had been a slow recuperation for her and it was nearly six months before he’d felt he could leave and make his way into town. Daniel arrived after midnight, and had considered heading to Richard’s townhouse at once to see how he faired, but the late hour and his own exhaustion from the journey had made him decide to go to bed instead and visit the next day. But he’d woken that next morning to Richard’s letter coming to him from America of all places.

			Once he’d read the contents, Daniel hadn’t bothered visiting the townhouse where George was now installed, a pretender to his brother’s name and title. Instead, he’d booked a cabin on the first ship heading to America to fetch Richard back.

			“Really?” Suzette asked. “You’re poor?”

			Daniel blinked at her amazed expression, once again recalled to their talk. He then decided to embellish a bit and said, “Yes, really. In fact I am supposed to be here tonight seeking out a wealthy bride to marry. The money is needed to repair Woodrow as well as to pay what little staff is left.” He feigned a sigh. “I do not suppose you know any lovely young ladies with bags of coin and a desire to marry a fellow down on his luck?”

			“Me!”

			Daniel’s jaw dropped. Not only had she squealed the word as if it were quite the most wonderful thing in the world, but she was looking as excited as a child at Christmas. This was not the response he’d expected. He’d truly thought his words would have her stomping off back into the ball, or at least trying to since he hadn’t finished seeking to worm information from her yet and would have prevented it. He’d just hoped that as a woman in search of a rich husband, his response would get her thoughts off his being a prospect. Instead, she was now looking at him as if he were the answer to her prayers.

			“But this is perfect,” she said happily. “I need a poor husband and you need a rich wife. It’s as if it was meant to be.”

			“I highly doubt—” Daniel swallowed the rest of what he’d been about to say and nearly swallowed his tongue along with the words when Suzette suddenly grasped one of his hands in both of hers and raised it to squeeze excitedly between both of hers. It wasn’t the fact that she was squeezing his hand in hers that startled him so much as the fact that, in her excitement, she was also pressing it against her chest. He didn’t think she even realized what she was doing. Truly, the woman was beyond excited and it left him completely bewildered until what she’d said sank in. Frowning, he asked, “You’re rich?”

			“Oh, goodness yes. My grandfather Sefton divided his wealth between myself and my sisters when he died, leaving it to be dowers for each of us. So you see, I have that fortune you need. Isn’t it wonderful?”

			“Sefton you say?” he asked slowly, recognizing the name at once. Everyone knew the name Sefton. The man had surpassed even Richard for having the Midas touch and had earned the name Old Money Bags Sefton decades ago. They said he’d amassed more wealth than the king himself. There had been some rumors when he’d died that he’d left his money to his dead daughter’s husband and his daughters. What was the name? he wondered, but found it hard to think with his hand nestled in the valley between Suzette’s breasts. It was clasped in her hands and he wasn’t actually touching any flesh, but just the sight was rather distracting. Fortunately, she eased her hold on him then and let his hand slip away and he was able to think again. A name came to him then. “Madison?”

			“Yes, Suzette Madison.” She nodded, practically dancing on the spot with a glee he didn’t quite understand. “And my sisters are Lisa and Christiana.”

			Daniel frowned, thinking back over what she’d said. She needed a poor husband? That just didn’t even make sense. A woman only married a poor man for love, and then most noble women wouldn’t even allow love to sway them into such a marriage. Wealth was everything in the ton. So why would a rich woman need a poor husband? There was no reason he could think of ... unless she was in dire straits and needed a man who was poor and desperate enough to marry her at once. Which led him right back to the first reason he’d supposed she needed to marry so quickly.

			“You are with child?” he asked uncertainly, his eyes dropping to her petite waistline. She didn’t look pregnant, and that wouldn’t explain how the father was involved.

			“What?” she asked with surprise, but rather than be offended, merely snorted and rolled her eyes. “No, of course I’m not with child. What kind of woman do you take me for?”

			A good question, Daniel thought dryly because really, he hadn’t a clue what kind of woman she was. He’d never met anyone quite like her and all he really knew so far was that she was in some sort of trouble and full of surprises. “Then why do you need a poor husband? And didn’t you say you needed to find one tonight? What other reason is there for such a need than to avoid the scandal of an illegitimate pregnancy?”

			Suzette sighed, some of her excitement slipping away as she admitted, “To avoid a different kind of scandal.”

			When Daniel raised one eyebrow, she hesitated and then said, “I suppose I really should explain if you are going to marry me.”

			His other eyebrow flew up at that, but Suzette didn’t notice. She was looking about, and spotting a bench under a tree a little further into the garden, caught his hand and dragged him that way, saying, “Come, I shall explain all.”
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