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Chapter 1




Early May

Avening village, Gloucestershire

Apple blossoms in springtime.

Julius—Jack—Warnefleet, Baron Warnefleet of Minchinbury, reined in on the rise above Avening valley and looked down on the pink-and-white clouds surrounding Avening Manor. His first sight of his home in seven years could, he felt, have been more apt.

Apple blossom always reminded him of brides.

Regarding the blossoms with a jaundiced eye, he twitched the reins and set his gray gelding, Challenger, ambling down the long hill. Everything, it seemed, was conspiring to remind him of his failure, of the fact he hadn’t found a bride.

Avening Manor had been without a lady for most of his life. His mother had died when he was six years old; his father had never remarried.

Jack had spent the last thirteen years fighting for king and country, almost entirely behind enemy lines in France. His father’s death seven years before had brought him briefly home, but only for two days, just long enough for the funeral and to formally place the running of Avening into the hands of old Griggs, his father’s steward, before he’d had to slip back over the Channel, back to the varied roles he’d played in disrupting French shipping and commercial links, draining the lifeblood from the French state, weakening it.

Not the sort of battles most people imagined a major in the Guards engaged in.

Along with an elite group of fellow officers, he’d been seconded to work under a secretive individual known as Dalziel, who’d been responsible for all covert English operations on foreign soil. Neither Jack nor any of the six colleagues he’d met knew how many operatives Dalziel had commanded, or how wide the arena of their activities had been. They did know those activities had directly contributed, indeed been crucial, to the final ultimate defeat of Napoleon.

But the wars were now over. Along with his colleagues, Jack had retired from the fray and turned his mind to picking up the reins of civilian life. The previous October, he and his six colleagues, all gentlemen blessed with title, wealth, and the consequent responsibilities, and therefore all sorely in need of wives, had banded together to form the Bastion Club—their bulwark against the matchmakers of the ton, their castle from which each would sally forth, do battle with society’s dragons, and secure the fair maid he required.

That, at least, had been their plan. Matters, however, hadn’t fallen out quite as they’d supposed.

Tristan Wemyss had stumbled across his bride while overseeing the refurbishment of the house that was now the Bastion Club. Shortly after, Tony Blake had even more literally stumbled across his bride along with a dead body. Charles St. Austell, fleeing the capital and his too-helpful female relatives, had found his bride haunting his ancestral home. And now Jack was fleeing the capital, too, but not because of female relatives.

The rattle of carriage wheels reached him. Through the screening drifts, he glimpsed a black carriage bowling along the road from Cherington. The carriage crossed the junction with the Tetbury lane down which Jack was descending, and continued west toward Nailsworth.

Jack wondered who the carriage belonged to, but he’d been away so long he had no idea who might be visiting whom these days.

On returning permanently to England, he’d had to decide which of his responsibilities to attend to first. He was an only child; his father’s death had set Avening in his lap with no one else to watch over it, but he knew the estate from the ground up—he’d been born and raised there, in this green valley on the northwest slope of the Cotswolds. Avening had been in sound hands; he trusted Griggs as his father had. Much more pressing had been the need to come to grips with the varied investments and far-flung properties he’d entirely unexpectedly inherited from his great-aunt Sophia.

His mother had been the daughter of an earl and his father the grandson of a duke; an eccentric spinster, Great-aunt Sophia had been a twig somewhere on his paternal family tree. Her hobby had been amassing wealth; although Jack could only recall meeting her briefly twice, on her death two years ago, Great-aunt Sophia had willed a sizable portion of her amassed wealth to him.

By the time he’d returned to England, various decisions associated with that inheritance had grown urgent; learning about his new holdings and investments had been imperative. He’d duly suppressed a deep-seated longing to return to Avening—to reassure himself it was all as he remembered, that after all his years away, after all he’d had to do, witness, and endure, his home was still there, as he remembered it—and instead had devoted the last six months to coming to grips with his inheritance, welding the whole into one workable estate.

Although he now owned numerous elegant country houses, to him, Avening was still the centerpiece, the place that was home, the place that held his heart.

That was why he was there, slowly ambling down the lane, letting his jaded senses absorb the achingly familiar sights and sounds, letting them soothe his abraded temper, his less-than-contented mood, and the dull but persistent ache in his head.

Temper and mood were due to his failure to find a suitable bride. He’d accepted he should and had bitten the bullet; while in London organizing his inheritance, he’d applied himself to looking over the field. Once the Season had commenced, he’d assumed suitable ladies would be thick on the ground; wasn’t that what the marriage mart was all about? Instead, he’d discovered that while sweet and not so sweet young ladies littered the pavements, parks, and ballrooms, the sort of lady he could imagine marrying had been nowhere to be found.

He would have said he was too old, and too finicky, yet he was only thirty-four, prime matrimonial age for a gentleman, and he had no physical preference in women. Short, tall, blond, or brunette were all the same to him; it was being female that counted—soft, perfumed skin, feminine curves and, once they were beneath him, those breathy little gasps falling from luscious, parted lips. He should have been easy to please.

Instead, he’d discovered he couldn’t bear the company of young ladies for longer than five minutes; beyond that, he grew so bored he had difficulty remembering their names. For reasons he didn’t comprehend, they possessed no power whatever to focus, let alone fix his attention. Inevitably within minutes of being introduced, he’d be looking for an avenue to escape.

He was good at escaping. Or so he’d thought, until he’d met Miss Lydia Cowley and her gorgon of an aunt.

Miss Cowley was the daughter of a wealthy industrialist, her aunt distantly connected to some Midlands peer. Jack had found little in Miss Cowley to interest him. He, however, had been of great interest to Miss Cowley and her aunt.

They’d tried to entrap him. His mind elsewhere, he hadn’t seen the danger until it had been upon him. But the instant he had, his well-honed instincts had sprung to life, the same instincts that had kept him alive and undetected through thirteen years of living with the enemy. They’d thought they’d cornered him alone with Miss Cowley in a first-floor parlor, yet when her aunt had swept in, with Lady Carmichael in the role of unwitting witness by her side, the parlor had been empty, devoid of life.

Put out, confused, the aunt had retreated, leaving to look elsewhere for her errant niece.

She hadn’t looked out on the narrow ledge outside the parlor window, hadn’t seen Jack holding Miss Cowley locked against him, her eyes starting above the hand he’d clapped over her lips.

He’d held her there, silent and deadly, precariously balanced two floors above the basement area, until the parlor door had closed, and the retreating footsteps died, then he’d eased the window open, swung her inside, and released her.

One wide-eyed look into his face, and she hadn’t been able to get out of the parlor fast enough. He hadn’t tried to hide his understanding of what had happened, or his reaction to that, and her. She’d stumbled through a garbled excuse and fled.

He’d canceled all further social engagements and retreated to the club to brood over his situation. But then Dalziel had sent word that Charles needed assistance in Cornwall. The information had seemed godsent; he’d finished dealing with his inheritance, and, he’d decided, he was also finished with searching for a wife. In company with Gervase Tregarth, another club member, he’d ridden away from London, back to a world he understood.

While the action in Cornwall had ultimately ended in success, he’d suffered a crack on the head that had been worse than any he’d received before. Once the villain had been dispatched and Charles back in his own fort, he’d returned to London, head still aching, for Pringle to check him over. An experienced battlefield surgeon the members of the club routinely consulted, Pringle had informed him that had his skull not been so thick, he wouldn’t have survived the blow. That said, there was nothing seriously amiss, no damage a few weeks of quiet rest wouldn’t repair.

He’d stayed at the club for a few more days, finalizing business, then headed down to Cornwall for Charles’s wedding.

That had been two days ago. Leaving the wedding breakfast, he’d ridden across Dartmoor to Exeter, then the next day had taken the road to Bristol, where he’d rested last night. Early in the morning, he’d set out along the country lanes on the last leg of his journey home.

It had been seven long years since he’d set eyes on the limestone facade of the manor and watched the westering sun paint it a honey gold. He knew just where to look to glimpse the manor’s gables through the trees lining the lane and the intervening orchards. The scent of apple blossom wreathed about him; for all it meant bride, it also meant home. His heart lifted; his lips lifted, too, as he reached the junction of the Tetbury lane and the Nailsworth–Cherington road.

To his left lay the village proper. He turned Challenger to the right; head rising, he touched his heels to the big horse’s flanks and cantered down the road.

He rounded the bend, heart lifting with anticipation.

A little way ahead, a phaeton lay overturned by the side of the road.

The horse trapped in the traces, panicked and ungovernable, attempted to rear, paying no attention to the lady clinging to its bridle, trying to calm it.

Jack took in the scene in one glance. Face hardening, he dug his heels in, urging Challenger into a gallop.

Any second the trapped horse would lash out—at the lady.

She heard the thunder of approaching hooves and glanced fleetingly over her shoulder.

Eyes glued to the trapped horse, Jack came out of his saddle at a run. With hip and shoulder, he shoved the lady aside and lunged for the reins—just as the horse lashed out.

“Oh!” The lady flew sideways, landing in the lush grass beyond the ditch.

Jack ducked, but the iron-shod hoof grazed his head—in exactly the spot he’d been coshed.

He swore, then bit his lip, hard. Blinking against the pain, weaving to avoid being butted, he grabbed the horse’s bridle above the bit, exerted enough strength to let the animal know he was in the hands of someone who knew, and started talking. Crooning, assuring the horse that all danger had passed.

The young bay stamped its hooves, shook its head; Jack hung on and kept talking. Gradually, the horse quieted.

Jack shot a glance at the lady. Riding up, all he’d seen was her back—that she had a wealth of dark mahogany hair worn in an elegantly plaited and coiled chignon, was wearing a plum-colored walking dress, and was uncommonly tall.

Sprawled on her back on the bank beyond the ditch, she struggled onto her elbows. Across the ditch, their gazes locked.

Her face was classically beautiful.

Her dark gaze was a fulminating glare.

Jack blinked. She looked like she wanted to rend him limb from limb, metaphorically at least, and had every intention of doing so—soon. He would have looked again, more closely, but the horse shied, still skittish; he refocused his attention and crooned some more.

From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of petticoats and slim ankles as the lady got to her feet. He glanced at her again, but she didn’t look his way; instead, she nimbly leapt the ditch and went quickly to the side of the overturned carriage.

Jack realized the driver was nowhere to be seen. “Is he conscious?”

After an instant, the lady replied, “No.” The carriage rocked as she tried unsuccessfully to lift the side. “He’s trapped. His leg’s broken and possibly one arm. Once the horse is calm enough, you’ll have to help me get him out.”

To Jack’s relief, her voice showed no hint of agitation, much less hysteria. Her words were brisk, her tone commanding, as if she was used to being obeyed.

He looked at the horse. “I can’t let the horse go—he’s too nervous—but he’s calm enough for you to hold. Come and take the reins, and I’ll get the driver out.”

The lady straightened; hands on hips, she rounded the wrecked phaeton and stopped five feet away, regarding him through dark, narrowed eyes, her ruby lips a thin line, her sculpted jaw set.

He’d been right; she was tall. Only a few inches shorter than he.

“Don’t be asinine.” Her glance was measuring—measuring and dismissive. “You can’t lift the carriage and get him out at the same time.”

Jack narrowed his eyes back; pain stabbed through his skull. His tone verging on lordly arrogance, he retorted, “Just take the reins and leave getting him out to me.”

He offered the reins he’d gathered to her.

She made no move to take them. Instead, she caught his eye. “Unharness the horse.” Her words were a clipped order. “If he panics again, I won’t be able to hold him, and if he drags the carriage, he’ll harm the driver more.” She turned back to the side of the phaeton. “Or worse, you’ll drop the carriage after you’ve lifted it.”

Jack bit his tongue and manfully swallowed his less-than-civilized response. It was, he told himself, only because his head was throbbing that he hadn’t thought of unharnessing the horse himself.

Talking nonsense to the horse, he played out enough rein to reach the harness buckles along one side. The lady returned and, without so much as a glance his way, went to work on the buckles opposite. Tugging the leather straps free, he studied her face, alabaster ivory, exquisitely molded features set in aloof dispassion. Arched brows and lush dark lashes framed large dark eyes; he hadn’t yet got close enough to be sure of their true color.

Then they had the harness loose. The horse edged forward; the poles threatened to fall to the ground.

Jack grabbed one. “Here—take the reins and walk him forward. I’ll hold the poles steady.” If they fell, the driver’s trapped limbs might be crushed even more.

Grasping the reins, the lady went to the horse’s head, caught its attention, then, talking soothingly, slowly urged the bay forward step by step. Jack took the weight of the poles as the harness loops slid off.

With the horse free, the lady looked around. Jack glanced over his shoulder. Challenger had returned and stood cropping grass on the other side of the road. “Tie him to the hedge near my horse.”

She did, although she cast him another of her irritated looks on the way.

By the time she returned, he’d found the height at which the poles were balanced; he held them resting on his palms. “Stand here, and support these until I tip the carriage. Once I do, you can let go and come and help drag the driver free.”

Her gaze raked his face, then she looked at the poles, quite clearly evaluating his plan. Then she nodded, stepped up beside him, and grasped the poles.

Jack bit his tongue. Again. She was the most aggravating female, and she didn’t even need to speak.

He rounded the side of the carriage and saw the driver. A young gentleman, he’d obviously done everything he could to save horse and carriage, and had stayed on the box too long. The carriage had rolled onto its side, then farther, pinning and crushing one leg. Luckily, the slope of the ditch wasn’t that steep; the carriage hadn’t continued rolling onto its hood, but had rocked back to settle on its side.

Hunkering down, Jack checked the man’s pulse. Strong enough, steady enough. At least one leg was broken; a quick survey revealed that one shoulder was dislocated, a collarbone broken, and an arm as well. On top of what must have been a hellish knock on the head. Jack winced, then rose and studied the wreck. The fine wood of the ornamented sides was splintered, but the carriage was well made; the skeleton remained intact.

It took a minute to identify the best points on the frame to grasp to lift. Positioning himself with his back to the carriage, half-crouched, the edge of the lower side resting on his hands, Jack glanced at the lady. She was watching him in surprising silence and with grudging approval.

“When I lift, let the poles rise as they will. When we’re sure the carriage is going to hold together and not break apart, come around and help haul him out.”

She nodded.

He straightened, lifting the side up to waist height, then he braced, bent, heaved the carriage higher, and ducked his shoulders beneath the bones of the side. Bits of panel fell away; wood creaked, groaned, but the frame held.

Without waiting for any word, the lady rushed up. Bending, she grasped the man’s shoulders.

“No! One’s dislocated. Hook your hands under his armpits and drag him out.”

She stiffened at his tone but did as he said.

Although he couldn’t see her face, Jack could imagine her expression. Shifting, he tried to ease the weight of the carriage onto one shoulder so he could reach down and help—

“Don’t move, you idiot! I can manage.”

Jack stiffened as if she’d slapped him.

She shot him a mutinous, distinctly black glare, then shuffled back, tugging the man out from the carriage’s shadow.

His hearing was acute; he heard her muttering beneath her breath, “I’m hardly a weak, fainting female, you dolt.”

Entirely unexpectedly, his lips kicked up at the ends.

“You can let it down now.”

She’d pulled the man onto the grass. Jack slowly let the carriage down, then followed.

Frowning at the man’s face, she dropped to her knees beside him.

“Do you know him?” Jack knelt on the man’s other side.

She shook her head. “He’s not from around here.”

Which meant she was, and that surprised him. She certainly hadn’t been living in the vicinity seven years ago. Funeral or not, he would have noticed her, and remembered.

He set about methodically checking the man for injury, straightening limbs, noting the breaks.

Still frowning, she watched his hands. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.”

Her lips tightened, but she accepted the assurance.

His assessment of the man’s injuries had been largely correct. With one quick, expert jerk, he reset the shoulder, then, using sections of beading broken off the carriage, he used his and the man’s cravats to splint the broken arm and bind it and the shoulder. That done, he turned to the leg, broken in two places. He had plenty of wood for splints.

He glanced at the lady. “I don’t suppose you’d consider sacrificing the flounce from your petticoat?”

She looked up, met his gaze; faint color bloomed in her pale cheeks. “Of course I will.”

Her tone belied her blush; no missish sentiment permitted or acknowledged. She swung around so her back was to him, and sat. An instant later, he heard cloth rip.

Rising, he went to the carriage to hunt for longer splints. By the time he returned, a long strip of fine lawn lay waiting by the unconscious man.

He bent to the task. She helped, working under his direction, in silence.

In Jack’s experience, females were rarely silent.

Her hands, gripping where he directed, holding the splints in place, were as fine as her features, long-fingered and elegant, palms slender, skin fine-grained and white.

Distinctly aristocratic hands.

He glanced briefly at her face, closer now they were both leaning over the man. Distinctly aristocratic face, too. As for the rest…

Looking down, he forced his mind back to the man and his broken limb. Not easy; the distractions were manifold.

She had the sort of figure commonly described as an armful.

Words like “voluptuous” sprang to his mind. Phrases like well endowed.

Then he remembered her earlier scorching gaze and found the perfect adjective. Boadicean.

Very English. Very female. Very fierce.

He finished tying off their improvised bandage. The injured man was as comfortable as they could make him.

Boadicea sat back with a small sigh.

Jack rocked back on his heels and rose. He dusted off his hands, then held one out to her.

She was staring past him, down the road. Without looking at him—apparently without thought—she laid her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet.

Retrieving her hand, she looked down, surveying their patient. “The manor’s the nearest house. How are we going to get him there?”

She’d surprised him again. Not only had she volunteered his house, her question was rhetorical.

Although tempted to see how she would solve the problem, he took pity on the unconscious unfortunate. “There’s probably some part of the carriage we can use to lay him on.”

He went to look. One side door was smashed beyond use; the other was intact, but by itself too small. The board beneath the seat was splintered.

“Will this do?”

Jack turned to see Boadicea pointing at the rear of the phaeton. Joining her, he examined the long, slightly curved backing board jarred loose at one end but otherwise intact. “Stand back.”

Of course, she didn’t move; arms crossed, she watched while he got a firm grip, yanked the board loose, then pried it free.

He resisted the urge to see if her toe was tapping.

He carried the board to the unconscious man; she followed at his heels. Together, with no need for instructions, they lifted the man onto the board. Boadicea set down the man’s legs, turned, and disappeared behind the phaeton. A second later she reappeared lugging a traveling bag.

She dropped it beside the man and bent to open it. “He’s sure to have more cravats. We can tie him to the board with them.”

Without bothering to nod—she wasn’t looking at him—Jack left her and went to fetch the bay. When he returned, she was securing their patient to the improvised stretcher with a pair of cravats. “That should hold him.”

Jack checked her knots; they were perfectly serviceable. Bending, he looped the long reins around and over their patient, and under the cravats.

She watched his every move; when he tied off the last rein, she nodded in regal approval. “Good.” She dusted off her skirts, placed the man’s bag on the board at his feet, then waved down the road. “The manor’s less than a quarter of a mile.”

About a quarter of a mile, most of it the long drive. Fetching Challenger, Jack hoped Griggs and his butler Howlett had kept the drive in good repair.

Leading Challenger, he fell in beside Boadicea, who was coaxing the bay forward in an even, steady walk. The reins pulled taut; their stretcher eased into the lane, riding the dry, reasonably even surface smoothly enough.

Satisfied they’d done all they could for the injured man, Jack turned his attention to his companion. No hat, no gloves. She had to live close. “Do you live hereabouts?”

She waved to the left. “At the rectory.”

Jack frowned. “James Altwood used to be rector there.”

“He still is.”

Jack remembered her hands. No ring, no hint she’d ever worn one. He waited for her to elaborate. She didn’t.

After a few moments, he asked, “How did you come to be in the road?”

She glanced at him; her eyes were very dark brown, even darker than her hair. “I was in the field mushrooming.” Again she waved to the left. “There’s an old oak on a knoll—there are always mushrooms there.”

Jack knew of it.

“I heard the accident, dropped my basket, and came racing down.” She reached a hand to her hair, grimaced. “My hat fell off somewhere.”

She didn’t seem overly perturbed.

A second later, she slanted him a glance. “Where are you headed?”

“The manor.”

He looked ahead and said nothing more. He felt her gaze, felt it sharpen, but, hiding a grim grin, refused to meet it. Two could play at withholding information.

They walked on through the glorious morning in silence. A strange silence—contained, controlled, assured. She, it seemed, was no more susceptible than he to the intimidation many felt when subjected to silence.

He should, of course, introduce himself, but she’d volunteered his house; telling her who he was might embarrass her, although somehow he doubted it would. He wasn’t playing by the social rules because…she was different.

And he wanted to knock her off her regal perch.

The wrought-iron gates of the manor appeared on their right, flanked by oaks that had been ancient when Jack was born. As usual, the gates were propped wide. Together, he and Boadicea guided the bay in a wide arc, towing the stretcher smoothly through the turn and onto the long, rising drive.

Jack looked around as they walked on. Most of the fields within a mile were his, but these acres, the stretch between the drive and the rushing stream, a tributary of the Frome, and the gardens around the house, played host to most of his childhood memories.

They crested a rise and the house came into view. Lifting his head, he scanned the facade; everything was in excellent repair, yet it was the simple solidity of the house and its welcoming ambiance that reached out and closed about his heart.

He was aware Boadicea was watching him; he could feel her gaze, uninhibitedly curious.

“Are you expected?” she asked.

“Not precisely.”

From the corner of his eye, he caught her narrow-eyed glance, then she looked ahead and lengthened her stride, leaving him to lead both horses.

He let her go ahead; striding up to the portico, she tugged the bell. Halting the horses in the forecourt, he waited.

Howlett opened the door. He immediately bowed. “Lady Clarice.”

Lady Clarice?

Then Howlett saw him. The smile that broke across his butler’s face was a welcome all on its own. “My lord! Welcome home!”

Boadicea stepped back, slowly turning to face him.

Howlett rushed out, then realized and turned back to call to the footman, Adam, who’d poked his head around the door. “Go and tell Griggs and Mrs. Connimore! His lordship’s back!”

Jack smiled at Adam, who grinned and bobbed his head before racing back into the house. Howlett bowed, beaming, before him; Jack thumped him on the shoulder and asked if all was well. Howlett assured him all was. Then gravel crunching beneath a lumbering gait heralded the arrival of Crabthorpe, the head stableman, known to all as Crawler. Rounding the house, he saw Jack, and his face split.

“Thought as it must be you—too much carry-on to be anyone else.” Then Crawler saw Howlett examining the makeshift stretcher. “What have we here?”

“His phaeton overturned in the ditch.”

Crawler ambled across and bent over the injured man. “Another young larrikin with more hair than wit, no doubt.” After a cursory examination, he straightened. “I’ll send one of my lads for Dr. Willis.”

“Do.”

Stepping back from the stretcher, Howlett remembered Boadicea. “Lady Clarice!” Howlett rushed back to her. “I do apologize, my lady. But, well, his lordship’s come home at last, as you can see.”

A smile softened Bodicea’s face as she met Howlett’s eyes. “Yes, indeed.” She looked at Jack; her gaze sharped to flint. “I do see.”

His slow, easy smile had charmed women from one end of England to the other and through at least half of France. It had no discernible effect on Boadicea.

“My lord! You’re back!” Mrs. Connimore rushed out, followed more slowly by his steward, Griggs, leaning heavily on his cane.

In the ensuing melee, Jack lost sight of his recent companion; he surrendered to Mrs. Connimore’s wild hug and nonstop exclamations. He was instantly aware of, and seriously alarmed by, Griggs’s frailty. When had he grown so old?

Perturbed, distracted, he deflected their solicitiousness onto the unknown, still unconscious man. Mrs. Connimore and Howlett rose to the occasion and quickly organized to spirit the poor soul indoors and into a bed.

Crawler took charge of both horses and assured Jack he’d send his lads to clear the wreckage from the road.

Jack directed Adam to the traveling bag. As the crowd cleared, he was almost surprised to see Boadicea still standing by the front portico, still watching—he suspected still waiting to exact retribution. “I’ll be in shortly, Griggs.” Jack smiled and took Griggs’s arm to help him back to the house. “Everything seems in excellent order—I know I have you to thank.”

“Oh, no—well, everyone here quite understood…I daresay your new responsibilities are quite onerous…but we’re so glad you’ve come home.”

“I couldn’t stay away.” Jack smiled as he said it, not his polished smile but one of real feeling.

He stopped before the portico and urged Griggs to go in. “I must speak with Lady Clarice.”

“Oh, yes.” Reminded of her presence, Griggs halted and bowed low. “Please do excuse us, my lady.”

She smiled, warm and reassuring. “Of course, Griggs. Don’t concern yourself.”

Her eyes lifted to meet Jack’s. The look in them stated very clearly that she had no intention of forgiving him so easily.

He waited until Griggs had gone in and the footman had shut the door before strolling the last few feet to her.

She met his gaze directly, her dark eyes accusatory. “You’re Warnefleet.”

Not a question. Jack acknowledged the comment with an inclination of his head, but was at a loss to account for the condemnatory nuances clear in both her inflection and stance. “And you’re Lady Clarice…?”

She held his gaze for a definite moment, then said, “Altwood.”

Jack frowned.

Before he could ask, she added, “James is a cousin. I’ve been living at the rectory for nearly seven years.”

Unmarried. Living buried in the country. Lady Clarice Altwood. Who…?

She seemed to have no difficulty following his train of thought. Her lips thinned. “My father was the Marquess of Melton.”

The information only intrigued him all the more, but he could hardly ask why she wasn’t married and managing some ducal estate. Then he refocused on her eyes, and knew the answer; this lady was no sweet young thing and never had been. “Thank you for your assistance with the gentleman—my people will handle things from here. I’ll send word to the rectory when we know more.”

She held his gaze, brows lightly arching. She considered him for a totally unruffled moment, then said, “I vaguely recall hearing…if you’re Warnefleet, then you’re also the local magistrate. Is that correct?”

He frowned. “Yes.”

“In that case…” She drew a deep breath, and for the first time Jack glimpsed a hint of vulnerability—perhaps a touch of fright—in the dark depths of her eyes. “You need to understand that what happened to the young man was no accident. He didn’t overturn his phaeton. He was deliberately run off the road by another carriage.”

The image of a black carriage rattling off to Nailsworth flashed through Jack’s mind. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Clarice Adele Altwood folded her arms and sternly suppressed a shiver. Displaying weakness had never been her style, and she’d be damned if she let Warnefleet, the too-charming prodigal, see how unsettled she was. “I didn’t see the overturning itself—the noise of it was what brought me running—but when I reached the road, the other carriage had stopped, and the man driving had got down. He was approaching the phaeton, was about to go around it to the driver, but then he heard my footsteps and stopped. He looked up and saw me. He stared at me for a moment, then he swung around, walked back to his carriage, climbed in, whipped up his horses, and drove away.”

She could still see the scene, frozen in her mind. Could still feel the menace exuding from that large, heavy male figure, feel the weight of his consideration while he’d debated…. She blinked and refocused on the man before her, on his green-and-gold eyes. “I’d take an oath the man in the carriage meant to murder—to finish off—the gentleman in the phaeton.”







    

Chapter 2




“I came into the road there, through that gap in the hedge.” Clarice pointed, then looked at the wreckage a hundred yards farther on. “I stopped, surprised to see the other carriage there, then I remembered I’d heard shouting just before the crash—the young man swearing, I think.”

She glanced at the man beside her; she kept expecting him to play the autocratic male, pat her on the head, assure her all was right, and dismiss all she’d seen and more importantly sensed. Instead, he was listening, quite as grimly as she would have wished.

Instead of dismissing her assertion of foul play, he’d studied her, then asked her to accompany him back to the scene. He hadn’t tried to take her arm, but had walked beside her back down the drive. He’d ordered Crabthorpe’s lads to wait at the gates until he’d finished examining the phaeton, then asked her to show him where she’d entered the lane.

Eyes narrowed, he stood beside her, looking toward the wreck. “Describe the man.”

Any other day, any other man, and she would have taken umbrage at the bald order; today, from him, she was simply glad he was paying appropriate attention. “Tallish—taller than me. About your height. Heavily built, thick arms and legs. Close-cropped hair, light-colored, could be salt-and-pepper, but I can’t be certain.”

Folding her arms, she stared down the lane, reinvoking the moment in her mind. “He was wearing a drab topcoat, well cut enough but not of the first stare. His boots were brown, good-quality but not Hoby, not Hessians. He was wearing tan driving gloves. His skin was pale, his face rather round.” She glanced at Warnefleet. “That’s all I recall.”

He nodded. “He was going around the phaeton when he heard you, halted, and looked at you.” He caught her eye. “You said he stared.”

She held his gaze for an instant, then looked back down the road. “Yes. Just stared…thinking. Considering.” She resisted the urge to rub her hands up and down her arms to dispel the remembered chill.

“And then he turned and left?”

“Yes.”

“No acknowledgment, no sign at all?”

She shook her head. “He just turned, got back in his carriage, and drove away.”

He waved her down the road, but along the verge on the opposite side. He paced beside her. “What sort of carriage?”

“Small, black—from the back that was all I could see. It might have been one of those small carriages inns have for hire.”

“You didn’t see the horses?”

“No.”

“Why do you think the black carriage ran the phaeton off the road?”

She was positive that’s what had happened, but how did she know? She drew breath. “Three things—one, the swearing I heard just before the crash. A young man’s voice, and he was swearing at someone else—not his horse or a bird or the sun. Someone. And he was frightened. Scared. I heard that, too. I wasn’t surprised to hear the crash, nor to find the wreck.”

Glancing briefly at her interrogator’s hard-edged face, features angular and austere, as aristocratic as her own, she saw he was concentrating, taking in her every word. “I hadn’t truly been listening, not until I heard him swearing, so I hadn’t heard the wheels of two carriages—truth be told, I hadn’t even registered one.” She looked ahead. “But the second reason I’m so sure the carriage driver intended the accident was the position of his carriage. It had stopped in the middle of the road, but skewed away from the phaeton, because it had been on the same side of the road as the phaeton.”

They were almost level with the wreck; she slowed. “And lastly…” She halted. Warnefleet stopped and faced her. After a moment, she met his eyes; she owed it to the injured man to report all she’d seen. “The way the carriage driver walked toward the phaeton. He was intent. Determined. He wasn’t in a dither or upset. He was intending to do harm.” She looked across the road at the wreck. “He’d already done that much—he intended to finish what he’d started.”

She waited for Warnefleet to make some disparaging remark, to tell her her imagination had run away with her. She steeled herself to defend her view—

“Where did the carriage stop?”

She blinked, then pointed to a spot some yards farther along the road. “About there.”

Jack nodded. “Wait here.”

He had few illusions about being obeyed, but at least she let him go ahead, trailing some yards behind him as he stepped onto the lane proper and walked along, studying the surface in the area she’d indicated.

A yard farther on he found what he was looking for. Crouching, he examined the shallow ruts left by the carriage’s wheels when the driver had braked. Swiveling, he glanced back at the wreck, gauging the distance and the angle of the carriage.

Rising, he circled the area where the carriage had stood, aware Boadicea was following in his footsteps, more or less literally. Eyes on the ground, he scanned as he slowly worked his way toward the phaeton. He’d ridden over this ground; she’d led the bay from the phaeton over it. He didn’t hold much hope…but then fate smiled. He crouched again, studying the single bootprint, all that was left of the unknown driver’s trail.

Boadicea’s observations had been accurate. The print was from an ordinary, leather-soled gentleman’s boot. Its size, almost as large as his own, was consistent with the description she’d given. The even imprint, with neither toe nor heel unusually deep, suggested the wearer hadn’t been in any panic. Deliberate, she’d said; deliberate it looked.

Head tilted, she’d been watching him; when he rose, she raised her brows. “What can you tell from that?”

He glanced at her, met her dark eyes. “That you’re an observant and reliable witness.”

Watching her swallow her surprise made uttering the compliment all the more worthwhile.

She recovered quickly. “So you agree that the carriage driver intended to harm—probably to murder—the young man?”

He felt his face harden. “He wasn’t intending to offer succor—if he had, he wouldn’t have left as he did.” He glanced from the wrecked phaeton to where the carriage had pulled up. “And you’re right on the other score, too—the carriage driver deliberately ran the phaeton off the road.”

That was what she’d been wanting to hear, yet he was instantly aware of the shiver that slithered through her, even though she turned away to hide it. Before he’d thought, he’d taken a step toward her. Self-preservation reared its head and halted him; he knew better than to touch, to reach for her and draw her into his arms…but he wanted to.

The realization made him inwardly frown. He’d never met a female more prickly and independent than Boadicea, more likely to spurn any comfort he might offer, because to offer meant he’d seen her weakness…wryly, he realized he understood her perfectly, he just hadn’t previously met a female who thought that way.

“Come.” He had to stop himself from taking her elbow, converting the instinctive movement into a wave down the road. “I’ll walk you back to the rectory.”

She hesitated, then started walking. After a moment, her head rose. “You don’t need to. I’m hardly likely to get lost.”

“Nevertheless.” He signaled to the waiting stable lads; they saw and headed for the phaeton. “Aside from all else, I should call on James and let him know I’m back.”

“I’ll be certain to tell him.”

“It wouldn’t be the same.”

He waited, but she made no further protest. A dark flash of her eyes when they reached the gap in the hedge and she led him through told him she knew he would trump any argument she made.

Such a small victory, yet it still tasted sweet.

Beyond the gap, the field rolled down to a dip, then the land gently rose to the knoll on which the old oak tree stood. Once past the hedge, Clarice looked around. Eventually she spied her hat hanging from the branches of a tree along the hedge line; without comment, she detoured to fetch it.

Warnefleet followed, also without comment.

Clarice tramped through the long grass, supremely conscious that her senses remained focused a few feet behind her, on the large, lean, athletic body, broad-shouldered and sleekly muscled, trailing her. In her mind’s eye, she could readily conjure not just his face, all hard angles and planes with that edge of ruthlessness peculiar to certain males of her own class, not just his body, long limbs strong, every movement both graceful and controlled, but even more telling—more evocative, more exciting—the aura that clung like a cloak about him, redolent of danger, exotic, illicit, and unnervingly tempting. Even more unsettling, and more puzzling, was a feeling that he saw her—the real her—clearly, yet found nothing in the sight to send him running.

None of that, however, explained her physical response, the sudden tension that gripped her, that tightened her nerves, the anticipation that stretched them—and left them taut when he didn’t touch her.

For her, susceptibility of that sort was unprecedented; she’d heard of such affliction, seen other ladies fall victim, but not her. Never her.

Such a reaction was definitely not her style.

Then again, he wasn’t the usual run of arrogant male. Not that she was fool enough to think him unarrogant, simply that she’d not met his like before.

Reaching the tree, she stopped and stared up at her hat. It dangled above her head, swinging gently in the breeze. She stretched up, but it was out of her reach. She jumped, but missed; she stretched as far as she could…and was still an inch short.

From over her head, a hand appeared and plucked the hat from the branch.

Her breath caught; she hadn’t known he was so close.

She whirled. Her boots tangled in the long grass, and she fell.

Directly into him.

He caught her, steadied her breast to chest against him.

Her lungs seized; she looked up on a strangled gasp.

Mortification should have slain her, except there was no room for it in her mind. Sensation welled and swamped her, trapped her wits in a web of new experience, of novel feelings.

She’d been held in men’s arms before, but it had never been like this. Never had the chest against which her breasts were pressed been so hard, never had the arm around her been so steely. Never had large hands held her so gently, or so securely. Never had her senses sighed, as if she’d found heaven.

Never had her pulse sped up, never had her skin shot with heat.

She stared into his eyes, green and gold melded into a true hazel, framed by long lashes and heavy lids, and sensed…strength. A strength as powerful as her own, not simply a strength of muscle and bone, but of mind and determination. A strength not only on the physical plane, but manifest in other ways, in other arenas….

The direction of her thoughts shocked her.

She blinked, mentally shook free of their hold, and refocused on his eyes, his face.

Realized he was watching her intently.

Realized he hadn’t moved, that he’d made no attempt to set her on her feet.

The look in his eyes was blatantly predatory and frankly interested; he made not the slightest effort to screen it, to disguise it, to hide it from her. The image that popped into her mind was of a large, powerful, prowling beast contemplating his next meal.

But he made no move to seize her. He was waiting to see what she would do.

She knew better than to turn and flee.

Clearing her throat, she discovered her hands were pressed to his shoulders; she pushed back, and he let her go easily—smoothly—but still he watched her.

Chin rising, she met his gaze and reached for her hat, with her eyes dared him to make anything whatever of that accidental moment. “Thank you.”

Before she could grasp her hat and twitch it from his fingers, he lifted it and dropped it on her head.

And smiled. Slowly, intently. “It was entirely my pleasure.”



If she’d been a weak female, easily distracted by a handsome face, a warrior’s body, and a smile that promised experience beyond her wildest dreams, after the incident with her hat she would doubtless have preserved a safe silence all the way to the rectory.

Instead, in order to ensure Warnefleet understood she wasn’t susceptible, she felt compelled to make conversation—the sort of conversation to put him in his place and make clear her opinion of him, an opinion unaffected by their recent interactions.

“So, my lord, do you plan on remaining at Avening for long?” The old oak lay ahead, her discarded basket sitting in its shade.

He didn’t immediately reply, but eventually said, “Avening’s my home. I grew up here.”

“Yes, I know. But you’ve been absent for years—I understand your interests keep you in the capital.” She put subtle emphasis on “interests,” enough to let him know she had an excellent grasp of what interests kept gentlemen like him in London.

She ducked under the ends of the oak’s lower branches, walking into the cool shadows.

He followed. “Some interests are best dealt with in town, true enough.” His drawl was easy, but as he continued, she sensed steel beneath. “But no sensible man would let business tie him to London, and most other interests are portable, not tied to any location.”

He, too, put a similar subtle emphasis on “interests”; it was patently clear he was calling her bluff.

“Indeed?” She bent and picked up the basket, then straightened, turned and met his eyes. “However, I daresay you would find it difficult to transfer sufficient of your other interests here, to the manor or village. Consequently, after dealing with whatever estate matters brought you here, I imagine you’ll be off once more, hence my question. How long do you plan to stay?”

Jack held her gaze. After a moment, he quietly said, “You don’t look like a female given to disordered imaginings.”

Her dark eyes flared; her chin set. “I’m not!”

He nodded amenably. Reaching for the basket, he took it from her; she surrendered it with barely a thought, too distracted. Too incipiently incensed. “So I’d thought,” he agreed with unimpaired calm. “That’s why I listened to all you had to say about the accident that wasn’t any accident. You were right about that.”

“Naturally.” She frowned at him. “I don’t imagine things.”

“Is that so?” He caught her dark gaze, held it for a pregnant instant, then quietly asked, “So why, Lady Clarice, have you taken against me? What have you imagined about me?”

She saw the trap, recognized she’d stepped into it; faint color tinged her cheeks—anger and irritation, not embarrassment. Purest alabaster, her complexion reminded him of rich cream, smooth, luscious; his fingers itched to touch, to stroke. To feel.

To make her flush with something other than anger.

She must have seen some hint of his thoughts in his eyes; her chin rose, but there was defensiveness in the gesture. “In your case, my lord, no imagination was necessary. Your actions over the years speak clearly enough.”

He’d been right; for some mystical reason she held him in contempt, even though they’d never met, never set eyes on each other, let alone communicated in any way. “Which actions are those?”

His tone would have warned most men they were treading on extremely thin ice. He was quite sure she heard the warning, read it correctly, felt equally sure as her eyes flashed that she’d dismissed it out of hand.

“I can understand that while your father lived, there was no pressing need for you to live here, no reason for you to curtail your military service.”

“Especially given the country was at war.”

Her lips thinned, but she inclined her head, acknowledging the point, conceding that much. “However”—she turned and walked out of the tree’s shade toward the rectory, a low, rambling house partially screened by the high hedge bordering the other side of the field—“once your father died, you should have returned. An estate like the manor, a village like Avening, needs someone to manage the reins. But no, you preferred to be an absentee landlord and leave Griggs to shoulder the responsibilities that should have been yours. He’s done well, but he’s not young—the years have taken their toll on him.”

Pacing beside her, Jack frowned. “I was…with my regiment.” He’d been in France, alone, but he saw no reason to tell her that. “I couldn’t simply sell out—”

“Of course you could have. Many others did.” The glance she cast him was scornful. “In our circle, elder sons—those who will inherit—don’t usually serve, and while I understand your father died unexpectedly, once he had, your place was here, not”—she gestured dismissively—“playing the dashing officer in Tunbridge Wells or wherever you were stationed.”

In France. Alone. Jack bit his tongue. What had he done to deserve this lecture? Why had he invited it—and even more pertinently, why was he putting up with it?

Why wasn’t he simply annihilating her with a setdown, putting her firmly in her place, reminding her it was no place of hers to pass judgment on him?

He glanced at her. Head up, nose elevated to a superior, distinctly haughty angle, she paced fluidly, gracefully, beside him. She had a long-legged, swinging, confident stride; he didn’t have to adjust his by much to match it.

Annihilating Boadicea wouldn’t be easy, and for some unfathomable reason, he didn’t want to meet her on any battlefield.

He did want to meet her, but on another field entirely, one with silken sheets, and a soft mattress into which she would sink…. He blinked and looked ahead.

“Then came Toulouse, but you didn’t bother to return even then. No doubt you were too busy enjoying the Victory Celebrations to remember those who’d spent the years working here for you, supporting you.”

He’d spent the months of false victory in France. Alone. Mistrusting the too-easy peace as had Dalziel and certain others, it had been he who had kept a distant eye on Elba, he who’d sent the first word that Napoleon had returned and raised the eagles again. He kept his tongue clamped between his teeth; his jaw had set.

“Even worse,” she declaimed, condemnation in every syllable, the same emotion lighting her dark eyes as she glanced, fleetingly, at him, “when everything ended at Waterloo, you compounded your slights of the past and remained in London, no doubt catching up on all you’d missed in your months abroad.”

Years. Alone. Every last week, every last month for thirteen years, all alone except for that brief, supremely dangerous, reckless three days that for him had been Waterloo. And after that, once he’d sold out, there’d been a line of pressing, very real and weighty responsibilities waiting to claim him.

Her final words had been scathing, her meaning crystal clear. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d indulged in the manner to which she was alluding; no doubt that accounted for his current state—the intense, urgent, remarkably powerful urge to slake his long-suppressed carnal appetites.

With Boadicea.

Not with any other woman. Now he’d met her, no other would do.

It had to be her.

Clearly he had his work cut out for him, but he loved challenges, especially of that sort.

An image of Boadicea—Lady Clarice—lying naked beneath him, heated, desperate, and wantonly begging, those long, long legs tensing about his hips as he thrust into her, helped immeasurably in focusing his mind. In clarifying his direction.

They’d reached the hedge surrounding the rectory. She lashed him with another of her cutting glances; he caught it, held her gaze as, by unvoiced consent, they paused in the archway leading into the rectory gardens.

He read her face, examined the dismissive contempt written in her fine features, that glowed, alive, in her lovely dark eyes. Slowly, he arched a brow. “So…you think I should remain at Avening and devote myself to my responsibilities?”

She smiled, not sweetly—condescendingly. “No—I believe we’ll all do better if you return to London and continue with your hedonistic existence there.”

He frowned. She continued, without hesitation answering his unvoiced question, “We’ve grown accustomed to managing without you. Those here no longer need a lord of the manor—they’ve elected someone else in your place.”

She held his eyes for a defiant instant, her gaze direct and ungiving, then she turned and swept on, heading for the rectory’s side door.

Frown deepening, Jack watched her—let his eyes drink in the quintessentially feminine sway of her hips, the evocative line from her nape to her waist, the promise of her curves…

She couldn’t mean what he thought she’d meant, surely?

There was one certain way to find out. About that, and all else he now wanted to know about Boadicea. Stirring, he followed her into the rectory.



He found the Rector of Avening, the Honorable James Altwood, in exactly the same place he’d left him seven years ago—in the chair behind the desk in his study, poring over some tome. Jack knew the subject of said tome without asking; James was a renowned military historian, a Fellow of Balliol among other things. He held the livings of numerous parishes, but other than overseeing the work of his curates, he spent all his days researching and analyzing military campaigns, both ancient and contemporary.

Boadicea, predictably, preceded him into the study. “James, Lord Warnefleet has returned—he’s come to speak with you.”

“Heh?” James looked up, peering over his spectacles. Then his gaze found Jack, and he dropped the book on the desk. “Jack, m’boy! At last!”

Jack managed not to wince as James surged to his feet. Very aware of Boadicea’s critical gaze, he went forward to grasp James’s outstretched hand and let himself be pulled into a fierce hug.

James gripped tight, thumped his back, then released him. Retaining Jack’s hand, he drew back to examine him.

Now in his fifties, James was starting to show his age; the brown hair Jack remembered as thick and wavy had thinned, and the paunch around his middle had grown. But the energy and enthusiasm in James’s brown eyes was still the same; if anyone had been responsible for encouraging Jack into the army, it was James.

James blew out a long breath, and released Jack’s hand. “Damn it, Jack, it’s a relief to see you hale and whole.”

Along with Jack’s father, James had been one of the very few who knew that Jack hadn’t spent the last thirteen years in any regimental barracks.

Jack smiled, no screening charm; with James, he was never other than himself. “It’s a huge relief to be back.” He couldn’t resist adding, “At last, as you so sapiently note.”

“Indeed, indeed. Such a shambles with your great-aunt and her holdings. But here—sit, sit!”

Waving Jack to a chair, James went to resume his, then remembered Boadicea. “Ah, thank you, Clarice.” James looked from her to Jack, at whom she was now staring, her expression, to James, impossible to interpret. Jack had no such difficulty. Boadicea was quick. She’d heard James’s reference to his great-aunt…and now wondered.

When James looked at her, he flashed her a tauntingly superior smile.

“Ah…I take it you two have met?” James looked from one to the other, sensing undercurrents but unable to read them.

“Yes.” When Jack raised his brows at her, Clarice transferred her gaze to James. “I was mushrooming, and there was a carriage accident along the road, just past the manor gates.”

“Good gracious!” James waved Clarice to a chair, waiting for her to sit before sinking into his. “What happened?”

“I didn’t actually see the accident, but I was the first to the wreck”—Clarice glanced Jack’s way as he sat in the other armchair—“then his lordship rode up.”

“Was anyone hurt?” James asked.

“The driver,” Jack replied, “a young gentleman. He’s unconscious. We’ve moved him to the manor and sent for Dr. Willis. Mrs. Connimore’s taking care of him.”

James nodded. “Good, good.” He looked at Clarice. “Was he anyone from round about?”

“No.” She frowned.

Jack recalled she’d done the same, out on the road.

“But…?” James prompted before Jack could.

Her lips twisted; she glanced at Jack, then looked at James. “I know I’ve never met him—I don’t recognize him at all—but he looks familiar.”

“Ah!” James nodded sagely.

Jack wished he knew why.

Clarice went on, “He seems too young to be anyone I knew in the past, but I wondered…he could be someone’s younger brother, or son, and I’m picking up the resemblance.”

Jack wondered which circles she’d inhabited in her “past.”

As if reading his mind, she shrugged. “All that means is that he’s most likely some scion of some tonnish family, which doesn’t get us far.”

“Hmm—I must drop by. If he doesn’t regain his wits soon, I will, although if you can’t place him, it’s unlikely I will.” James shifted his gaze to Jack. “And even less likely you’d draw a bead on him. I don’t suppose you’ve been haunting the clubs and hells lately, heh?”

Aware of Clarice’s saber-edged gaze, Jack humphed. “I barely had time to visit my tailor.”

A tap on the door heralded Macimber, James’s butler. He beamed at Jack and bowed. “Welcome home, my lord.”

“Thank you, Macimber.”

Macimber looked at James. “Mrs. Cleever wishes to know if his lordship will be remaining for luncheon, sir.”

“Yes, of course!” James looked at Jack. “You’ll stay, won’t you? I daresay Mrs. Connimore would love to have you back at your own table, but I’ve a greater need to hear your voice and learn what you’ve been about.”

Jack kept his gaze on James while gauging the quality of that other, sharp, dark-eyed gaze trained on his face. “I’d be delighted to stay for luncheon”—turning, he met Boadicea’s eyes—“if it’s no trouble?”

If she didn’t object. She understood his question perfectly. James, puzzled, glanced back and forth; they ignored him.

Holding her dark gaze, Jack saw her decision, knew the moment the scales tipped in his favor, when her curiosity got the better of her scorn.

“I’m sure it will be no trouble….” She paused, then went on, her voice regaining its customary decisive note, “And indeed, with the young man to look after I’m sure Mrs. Connimore has enough on her plate, especially as she wasn’t aware you’d be arriving today.”

That last was delivered with a predictable bite; Jack bit back a retort to the effect that he’d grown out of short-coats many years ago.

While James instructed a delighted Macimber to set the table for three, Jack turned his mind to planning how best to exploit the advantage Boadicea and her unjustified disapproval had handed him.

When dealing with warrior queens, no advantage should be squandered.

One point that nagged at him was her age, the first point he should address in learning what she, a marquess’s daughter, was doing living buried in the country with James. A scandal was the only situation he could conjure that might account for it, yet Lady Clarice didn’t seem the sort to throw her bonnet over any windmill. A less flightly, less flibbertigibbety female was hard to imagine.

“So!” James sat back and regarded Jack with fond anticipation. “Start at the beginning of recent events. How did you find London after what? Thirteen years?”

Jack grimaced. “Not much different, truth to tell. The names were unchanged, the faces older, but the game was still the same.”

“And still left you largely unmoved, heh?” James grinned. “I always told your father he’d never have to worry over you being seduced by the delights of the capital.”

“Just so,” Jack rejoined, his tone dry. He was careful not to glance at Clarice, to see what she was making of James’s more accurate view of him; he was itching to know, but if he looked, she’d realize….

“Griggs told me that Ellicot—it is Ellicot, isn’t it—your great-aunt’s solicitor?”

Jack nodded. “Solicitor, agent, and executor combined, and he’d inherited the position just a month before Great-aunt Sophia departed this mortal coil, so he was as green as I was in terms of her estate.”

“Difficult.” James nodded understandingly. “As I was saying, Griggs told me Ellicot was close to panicking, so I wasn’t surprised when you remained in town.”

“It took months.” Jack sat back and let the frustrations of the past months show; the easiest way to convince Boadicea she’d read him entirely wrongly was simply to be himself. “Ellicot had held the fort as well as he could, but in truth, some decisions should have been made, steps taken, even without my knowledge and consent. However, I do understand he was walking a fine line, especially as he hadn’t even met me.”

“Indeed. Not an easy charge to fulfill, managing estates in the name of an unknown client.”

Jack agreed, describing some of the multitude of difficulties that had faced him on returning to England courtesy of his inherited holdings. Most concerned matters of estate management; although female, Boadicea clearly understood the ramifications, even those less obvious to the untrained. From the corner of his eye, he saw a frown gradually etch a line between her finely arched brows.

After half an hour, he’d largely finished with recent events, excepting those concerned with his ill-fated attempts to find a suitable wife; those he kept to himself. Boadicea listened as he and James discussed some of the measures he’d set in place to better facilitate his grip on the day-to-day running of the numerous properties he now owned; Jack inwardly smiled at the grudging respect he glimpsed in her eyes.

Macimber looked in to tell them that luncheon was served. They all rose; Clarice led the way into the dining room. James took his seat at the head of the table; Clarice sat on his left, Jack on his right, in a companionable group.

“Well, then.” James reached for the platter of cold meats. “You seem to have overcome all hurdles—your great-aunt would, I’m sure, approve. So now you can go back seven years. You filled me in on your duties when last you were home—did your assignment vary much between then and Toulouse?”

Jack shook his head. “Not materially. There was still a great deal of sleight of hand involved—misdirection, and, of course, the main purpose was to scupper all the deals I could, especially with the New World. There were times when I spent weeks in dockside taverns teasing out and piecing together information on the deals planned. As the war dragged on, less and less was done through official channels, which made it that much harder to discover what was really happening—what was being brought in, what sent out, when, how, and by whom.”

“And you were still under the command of that certain gentleman in Whitehall?”

“Indeed. He’s still there, still active.”

James nodded, chewing. He swallowed, then said, “So what happened after Toulouse? Things must have changed then?”

Clarice fought to hide her interest. She kept her gaze trained on her plate, kept her lips firmly shut, did all she could to make herself the proverbial fly on the wall. She’d encouraged Warnefleet to join them for luncheon because she’d known James would interrogate him, and she’d wanted to be there to watch him squirm and be made to appreciate his shortcomings.

Instead, she was the one squirming. Or at least, she would be, if she wasn’t so engrossed. She’d obviously misread things, misinterpreted comments made about Warnefleet, not just by James but by all around, including the manor staff, but before she could decide just how badly she’d been off target—just how much of an apology she would have to make—she had to piece together the truth by reading between the lines of James and Warnefleet’s conversation.

Their annoyingly imprecise conversation, but she could hardly insist they speak plainly.

“Yes for most, but not for me.” Warnefleet paused as if selecting his words, then he glanced at James. “There were many in our particular line of defence who were skeptical of the abdication. We all had roots in French society. None of us thought the battle was truly won.”

“Yet most came home.”

Warnefleet nodded. “But I and a few others remained. In my case, I had a good and reliable line to Elba. Others stayed in the ports most likely to see first action. How long we’d have stayed, keeping watch as it were, I don’t know, but as it transpired, we didn’t see out a year before it was war again.”

“And then what?” James leaned forward, the eagerness in his face transparent.

Clarice found herself holding her breath; she risked a quick glance at Warnefleet’s face.

He was looking at her, but not seeing her.

She got the impression he was looking into the past.

Then his lips twisted, and he glanced at James. “Waterloo came on quickly.”

“You were there, weren’t you?”

“I and a group of others were technically involved in the engagement, but we didn’t get within ten miles of the battlefield.”

James’s eyes narrowed. “Supply lines?”

Warnefleet nodded. “We went first for the munitions, then the mounts, and lastly the reinforcements.”

James frowned. “I can see how you’d manage the first two, but the last?”

“Confusion and preferably chaos.” Again Warnefleet’s lips lifted in a wry grin. “We had to be inventive.”

To Clarice’s dismay, Macimber came in and started to clear the dishes. The meal had ended, but she hadn’t yet heard all she wished. How had he been inventive? How inventive had he been? What…?

James drained his wine, then set the goblet down and grinned engagingly at Warnefleet. “Well, m’boy, let’s go for a constitutional and you can tell me the details.”

Before she could think of some way to delay them, James rose and smiled at her. “Excellent meal, m’dear.”

She hid her disappointment behind a cool facade. “I’ll be sure to pass your commendation to Mrs. Cleever.”

“And mine, too, if you’d be so kind.”

She looked up and met Warnefleet’s eyes. He’d risen with James and now stood looking down at her. His gaze held a certain weight; she had no difficulty interpreting his message.

He was too clever to gloat, but he knew just how wrong she’d been, how awkward and untenable her attitude to him now was, and he wasn’t above letting her know it. He expected an apology, and she would have to give him one.

Her customary expression of serene calm anchored in place, she nodded graciously. “My lord. No doubt we’ll meet again.”

One brow quirked. His eyes cut to James, then he inclined his head. “Lady Clarice.” His hazel eyes recaptured hers; his lips lifted in a charming, wholly untrustworthy smile. “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

He bowed gracefully. She bit her lip on an acid retort and nodded in regal dismissal. She didn’t look his way as he left the room in James’s wake.

She might have to eat crow, but she wasn’t about to do it in public, not even in front of James. Instinct warned that whatever concessions she was forced to make to appease Warnefleet would definitely be better kept between themselves.









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/boston1.jpg
Gernase Tegarh
Eartof Cronhirst

Juck Ut
Burn Wamgflect o Mischintigy

#1 TristanMereyes—  Liwara
o Calng

il i the Bastion Club serics





OPS/MSRThumb.jpg





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/Thumbs.db


OPS/boston.jpg
st s gt et f i

5eRS

Ciritlan Allgyce.
Marguess of Deame

oceyn Devrd:
Vicsent Bnton

“Plesc s page 427 fora st of revious





OPS/9780061743627.png
EPHANIE
AURENS

A Fme Passion

BBBBBBBBBBBBBBBB





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





