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Prologue



Salisbury
 April 1818

The second pint might have been a mistake.

Joseph Merton considered the stairs, which swayed a little. Yet it wasn’t every day a man discovered a fortune and the occasion demanded a celebration. He couldn’t wait to tell his wife.

A good woman, his wife. He’d thought himself lucky to get her. A humble bookseller’s assistant wouldn’t normally aspire to a pretty girl with a fine education and a knowledge of his trade. And then there had been the matter of her one thousand pounds. Enough to set him up in London. Certainly he had never expected any more.

Over dinner in the noisy tavern he raised a silent toast to Juliana, with a fondness undiluted by consideration of her more annoying traits. Her tendency to develop contrary opinions was forgotten in the prospect of a greater fortune coming his way.

Not even three flights of stairs could disturb his good mood, though he might have taken a more expensive room on a lower floor had he known what he’d learn today.

Such indulgence would be hasty, he reminded himself. He still needed to lay his hands on the proof. He trusted the old woman was right when she said the vital document would be found among her books. That he wouldn’t be transporting several hampers of worthless volumes to London for nothing.

He stumbled on the top step, almost fell into the narrow passage, and crashed against a door, fortunately that of his own room. To his surprise it opened. The books he’d left in neat piles were strewn about the room. He had a visitor.

Joseph knew the man by sight and he knew what he wanted. Cheerful tipsiness faded to chill sobriety.

“Where is it?” the man asked.

Though not physically strong, Joseph was no coward and he tried to fight for his life. He never had a chance. His assailant wielded his knife with ungentlemanlike efficiency.

As his life drained away, Joseph’s last thought was for Juliana. He hoped she would be able to manage without him. And wondered if she’d ever learn why he died.








Chapter 1


The Library of the late Sir Thomas Tarleton of Wiltshire, to be sold by order of the Trustees beginning 24 March 1819, at eleven o’clock, by Mr. Sotheby, Auctioneer, Waterloo Bridge Street, Strand.






It was the most beautiful illuminated manuscript ever created. At least that’s what Mr. Sotheby’s catalogue said. The catalogue also opined that the Burgundy Book of Hours was the most precious object in Sir Thomas Tarleton’s vast and storied collection.

The Marquis of Chase found this surprising. He had no argument with the aesthetical judgment, but he was under the impression the manuscript belonged to him.

Cain recalled the last and only time he’d seen it, the family’s greatest treasure and, in his father’s eyes, its greatest shame. Back then, before he knew better, Cain had regarded the late marquis with a mixture of respect and awe. He’d felt nothing but pride when summoned to the locked muniment room to learn the family secret. Eleven years old and unusually innocent, even for his age, Cain had been enthralled by the beauty of the illustrations, so much at odds with the austerity of Markley Chase Abbey under his father’s puritanical rule.

The ladies wore elaborate winged headdresses adorned with gauzy veils that fluttered in the wind and against the shoulders of flowing gowns in glowing green and lapis blue. Even within the constraints of the vellum pages, no larger than a foot tall, the artist managed to convey the textures of the gowns, tempting the viewer to touch, to stroke the costly figured cloth trimmed with rich fur. Cain had been admonished to keep his hands behind his back.

Thumbs caught in the pockets of his waistcoat, the former callow schoolboy and present marquis tipped back in his chair at Sotheby’s auction rooms. He stared at the open book from the perspective of an extra dozen or so years, and what felt like a weary century of experience. The volume was a book of hours, a devotional work. The sentiments it aroused in the adult Cain were far from religious. He surveyed the women’s bodies revealed by the painted fabrics: small high breasts and swelling bellies.

A combination not often found in nature, he mused, except among the slightly pregnant. It must represent the ideal of feminine loveliness in early fifteenth-century France. Fashion was interesting that way. To look at the portraits from Restoration England, for example, one would think every lady of that era suffered from protruding eyes. Nowadays, Sir Thomas Lawrence, society painter par excellence, portrayed haughty, elegant beauties with eyes that would freeze the bollocks off any man who tried to bed them.

Fortunately fashion lied. Cain knew firsthand that several of Lawrence’s subjects were far from cold. Though the ladies of the ton might eschew his presence in their drawing rooms, some of their number were more than willing to welcome a marquis, however disreputable, into the bedchamber. Lady or actress, wife or whore, they were all women beneath their garments. And Cain knew the truth that eluded many men. That what made a woman beddable had little to do with the particulars of her appearance and everything to do with what went on in her head.

“Les Très Jolies Heures.” A courtly voice interrupted his thoughts. Late in the day, he’d had the dusty book room almost to himself, save for a house porter waiting patiently for him to finish perusing the Limbourg Brothers’ last masterpiece, created for a Duke of Burgundy. He righted the chair and stood to greet Lord Hugo Hartley with a curt bow.

“Beautiful, Chase, isn’t it?” Lord Hugo was not numbered among Cain’s intimates who used his nickname. Few members of the ton were. And very few had held an unchallenged position among the elite longer than this octogenarian son of a duke. Cain was surprised Hartley even acknowledged his existence.

“Exquisite,” Cain agreed. “Are you interested?”

“Too rich for my purse,” said the elderly connoisseur, his voice tinged with regret. “The most important manuscript I’ve ever seen offered, and all the more desirable since it disappeared three hundred years ago. How extraordinary that Tarleton owned it and no one knew.”

Lord Hugo had no idea how extraordinary.

“Where did he find it?” Cain asked carelessly.

“That’s what every collector in England would like to know.”

“I thought you knew everything.”

“The reports of my omniscience have been greatly exaggerated.” Lord Hugo’s face was as straight as his back but he regarded Cain with a glint of interest. “And you, Chase? I’m surprised to find you in this setting.”

“I just wandered in off the street.”

Which was true in a way. It would never have occurred to him to set foot in a book auctioneer’s premises had the handbill with the name of Tarleton not caught his eye.

“Are you looking for something to read, perhaps?”

Cain gestured at the manuscript that lay open on the table. “Lovely illustrations but the story lacks drama.” He thought for a moment, wondering if Lord Hugo might have any useful information. “Markley Chase Abbey boasts a famous collection of devotional works.”

“How appropriate for the family of the Saintly Marquis!” Maybe he imagined it, but Cain heard just a hint of derision in Lord Hugo’s mellow tone when he referred to Cain’s late lamented father, whom most regarded with an admiration bordering on reverence.

“Perhaps I’ll buy this one in memory of him.”


“I had no idea you possessed such filial piety.” Lord Hugo now made no effort to disguise his amusement, justified given the common knowledge that Cain’s father had thrown him out of the house at the age of sixteen.

“Just a whim,” Cain said. “Besides, the ladies are lovely, and that’s very much in my line. It amuses me to think of some French prince slavering over those pretty titties as he prayed.”

He spoke with deliberate vulgarity, his reflex when confronted by his social peers. Lord Hugo didn’t seem shocked. He looked down at Cain from his six-inch advantage in height, his posture proudly erect despite his years.

“For some reason,” he said, “I don’t believe you’re as completely worthless as you like to appear.”

Cain met the keenly observant eyes. “Of course I am,” he said flippantly. “Pray don’t dismiss my only accomplishment.”

He inwardly flinched at a fleeting expression that might have been pity. Hartley said nothing for a while, and when he spoke his voice was matter-of-fact.

“Do you know why Tarleton’s collection is to be sold?”

“I imagine it’s because he’s dead.”

“Tarleton suffered from the affliction known as bibliomania, the insatiable hunger for books. The disease, for which no physician has yet found a cure, depleted his estate, and that of many others I could list.”

“I think I can buy a volume or two with impunity.” Cain grinned. “I’m quite adept at avoiding disease.”

“If you intend to begin your book-collecting career at the most eagerly awaited auction in years,” Lord Hugo continued sternly, “you’ll need advice.”

“Advice? Don’t I just turn up on the day and bid?”

“Wiser men than you have contracted auction fever and ended up ruined.” Lord Hugo’s tone suggested that he wouldn’t have to look far to find a wiser man than the marquis.

Instead of dismissing the comment with a laugh, his usual reaction to a hint of disapproval, Cain nodded. “I’d like to know more about the manuscript, and I find myself curious about this fellow Tarleton.” He glanced around at the thousands of books lined up on shelves, displayed in glass cases, or merely piled on tables. “He seems to have acquired quite a lot.”

“If ever a collector deserved to be described as omnivorous, it was Tarleton. His ability to track down rarities and persuade their owners to sell was legendary.”

“How could I learn more? And, of course, protect against catching a ruinous fever.”

“Engage a knowledgeable bookseller to consult and act for you.”

“Where would I find such a valuable fellow?”

“I’d recommend you call on J. C. Merton of St. Martin’s Lane. You’ll find all the knowledge you need there.”

Knowledge. That was exactly what Cain required, though not in the way Lord Hugo meant. He needed to know why Sir Thomas Tarleton had called on his father at Markley Chase Abbey shortly before Cain’s own exile from home.


Was that when Tarleton had acquired the Hours? And if so, how had he managed it? The thought of the Saintly Marquis parting with the book did not fit with what Cain knew of his father’s intense family pride. Did the disappearance of the Hours have anything to do with the deterioration of his father’s temper? Always a rigid and irascible man, his father had seemed very nearly unhinged in the weeks after Tarleton’s visit—weeks culminating in Cain’s expulsion from the family. Since then he’d barely spoken with his mother and hadn’t set eyes on his younger sister.

Restoring the Burgundy Hours to his family merely required money. By discovering why Tarleton owned it, Cain might win back his family, and his reputation.

 

Juliana Merton sat in the back room of her bookshop and counted out the coins for the third time. However often she did it, her conclusion remained the same. She wouldn’t have enough money to buy the Fitterbourne Shakespeares.

Books that should have been hers had ended up in the library of the loathsome Sir Thomas Tarleton. To prevent them being sold to other undeserving collectors, she needed to earn more in the next month than she’d managed in the entire year since Joseph’s death. Customers were scarce at J. C. Merton, Purveyor of Fine and Rare Books.

She reached for the Tarleton catalogue and leafed through it for the hundredth time, torturing herself with contemplation of the rarities Tarleton had acquired by fair means or, more often, foul. Finally she could stand it no longer and drifted off into fantasy.

I intend to make substantial purchases at the Tarleton sale. I’d like you to represent me, Mrs. Merton. For the usual commission, of course.

I’d be honored, Lord Spencer, Juliana replied.

You know my tastes very well. I shall gladly follow your counsel as to the condition and value of the books.

Why, Juliana, wondered, were conversations she imagined so much more satisfactory than any she enjoyed in real life? Sadly Lord Spencer, England’s premier book collector, was not in her shop and never had been. And no one had engaged her to act for him at the Tarleton sale.

With no more lucrative prospect in sight, she might as well tackle the long postponed task of cleaning the shop windows, untouched since she’d had to dismiss her servant. Closing the catalogue with a snap she stood up, knocking over the sad little pile of coins. Still clutching the volume, she chased a precious golden guinea as it fell to the floor and rolled out into the main room of the shop.

“Confound it,” she muttered. The coin wedged itself between a bookcase and the floor. She had to get down on her knees and use both hands to pry it loose. As luck would have it, she was almost prostrate when the door creaked open to admit her first customer of the day.

The first thing she learned about her visitor was that he possessed a fine pair of boots.


Then he offered a hand. Disconcerted, she accepted the help without thought. As she rose she had an immediate impression of youth and elegance. Not that all book buyers were old and unkempt. Bibliophilia gripped gentlemen of all stripes. But Juliana knew most of the serious book buyers in London by sight, and not one of them sported such effortless masculine grace.

The impression made by his figure withered when she met a pair of crystal blue eyes, scanning her from head to foot with alarming intensity. His scrutiny raised a flush in her pale skin and made her grateful for her high-necked black gown and close-fitting cap.

In the past, when alone in the shop, a man had occasionally made an amorous advance. So Juliana dressed herself in enveloping gowns of a particularly beastly cloth, which managed to be both shiny and ineffably drab. Add the sensible linen cap tied under the chin and covering every strand of hair, and the problem had disappeared. She resembled, she knew, a diminutive nun of more than common virtue, or a small black beetle. Her forbidding appearance was supposed to make book buyers see her as a well-informed bookseller and forget she wasn’t a man.

With this visitor it wasn’t working. His gaze told her he saw through her disguise and knew she was young, blond, and female. Lord, she wouldn’t be surprised if he saw through her garments. She’d never encountered a man who exuded such raw seductive potency.

With little knowledge of the species, she had no difficulty recognizing a member of it. This was a rake.


For no reason at all, she was a little breathless. She dropped her eyes and realized her hand was still in his. Even through a glove his grasp gave her a jolt. She almost snatched away her hand and stepped back a pace or two.

“Good afternoon.” His low-pitched voice made the ordinary greeting a caress.

Giving herself a moment to recover her composure, she stooped to retrieve the catalogue from the floor.

“Welcome to J.C. Merton,” she said. “Can I help you?”

“I don’t know. Can you?”

“Why don’t you tell me what you want and I’ll see what I can do?”

“How can I resist such an offer?”

His smile sent shivers through her. He was flirting with her, and she was alarmed by her instinct to reciprocate. She wasn’t sure she hadn’t already. He seemed to have found her last answer provocative.

“Are you looking for a book?” she asked, trying to sound stern.

“I’m looking for Mr. Merton. Is he available?”

“I’m the only one here,” she answered, her usual cautious response.

“Are you sure you don’t have someone hidden away in the back?”

“As I said, I’m the only one here.” Then, since discouraging an obviously prosperous customer was hardly in her interest, she indicated her shelves. “I’d be happy to help you find your way about the stock. Are you looking for something in particular?”


“I am looking for Mr. Merton. J. C. Merton,” he said with a twinkle of blue. “Are you J. C. Merton?”

“I am Mrs. Merton,” Juliana owned.

“Ah, but are you J. C. Merton?”

Usually Juliana managed to engage a new patron for a while before revealing herself as the owner of the shop. By that time a buyer might be impressed enough with her knowledge to forgive her sex. “Yes, I am J. C. Merton, the proprietor of this establishment,” she said with a ghost of a sigh.

“Why on earth didn’t you say so at once?” demanded the stranger with a touch of exasperation. “I apologize for my obtuseness but I was expecting you to be a man.”

“They always do.”

“Do they?” he asked. “And what do ‘they’ do when they find out that J. C. Merton is a female?”

“Often they leave.”

“Very foolish of them. I am distressed. I have descended to the banality of ‘them’ and I try never to be commonplace. And now I think of it, Lord Hugo didn’t use a pronoun when he recommended I come here.”

“Lord Hugo Hartley sent you?”

“He did. I assume that Lord Hugo knows that J. C. Merton is a woman.”

“Of course. He was always one of our best customers and has remained so since my husband’s death.”

The stranger picked up on the chagrin in her statement. “But not everyone has been so loyal?”

Juliana gritted her teeth. “Loyalty doesn’t enter into it. Lord Hugo is wise enough to realize that my stock is superior and my taste impeccable.”

“I infer that others are not as sensible.”

“There are some gentlemen,” she said grimly, her grip tightening on the buff boards of the volume she still held, “who don’t believe a woman can know enough about rare books to serve their needs.”

“That looks like the Tarleton catalogue you are holding.”

“Yes.”

The stranger’s eyes glinted like polished sapphires. Juliana felt a little dizzy.

“I understand there are some fine books in that collection. Many fine books.”

“Sir Thomas Tarleton,” Juliana said, “was adept at acquiring the best.”

“Did you know him?” he asked.

“My late husband started as a bookseller in Salisbury, so naturally Sir Thomas was a customer. I grew up a few miles away.”

“But did you know him yourself?”

“I can safely say that I am intimately acquainted with Tarleton’s methods as a collector,” she said, trying not to let her bitterness show.

“Good. You’re engaged.”

“Engaged? Engaged for what?”

“To represent me at the Tarleton auction.”

“Really?” she asked. The day had taken a turn for the better.

The change in Mrs. Merton’s attitude was comical. She had been buzzing with irritation, like a wasp emerging from an inkpot. Now she smiled and looked pretty. Cain wasn’t surprised. He’d noticed at once that she wasn’t a bad-looking woman. Under her monstrous mourning gown lay a slight but trim figure. A strand of fair hair had escaped the hideous cap, and the unrelieved black set off a fine complexion, marred or enhanced by only a sprinkling of fine freckles across the nose.

He shouldn’t have tried to flirt with her, he supposed. His initial examination had alarmed the little woman, respectable merchant that she was. But now she regarded him as though he were the answer to a maiden’s dream. He was used to that look. Though usually from those who weren’t exactly maidens in the technical sense.

For a moment he considered finding out whether he’d been right about the promise of that body disguised by a forbidding exterior and dry-as-dust occupation. He estimated how long it would take him to persuade her out of the abominable bombazine.

“I’d be happy to give you the benefit of my experience,” she said. “For the usual commission, of course.”

He burst out laughing. “I was about to offer the same thing to you, madam. And my usual commission is nothing.”

Mrs. Merton frowned and returned to wasp mode, glaring up at him with a mixture of indignation and puzzlement. With hands on her hips cinching in the voluminous gown he could see that she was, as suspected, petite but nicely curved.

“No commission? I may be a female but surely the laborer is worthy of her hire? You won’t get better advice anywhere in London and you certainly won’t get it without paying for it.”

“Very well, the usual commission,” he agreed. “And what do I get for it?”

“Is there something particular you wish to buy?” she asked with a frown of concentration. “If it’s outside my area of knowledge I’ll tell you.”

“A manuscript. A book of hours.”

“The Burgundy Hours? Les Très Jolies Heures?”

“Those are the ones. The Very Pretty Hours.”

“Do you realize, sir, how much it is worth? I wouldn’t be surprised to see it sell for two thousand pounds, or even more.”

“I think you’re tactfully asking whether I’m good for the blunt. The answer is yes. Allow me to introduce myself, madam. I am the Marquis of Chase.”

Mrs. Merton seemed unabashed by the revelation that she was alone with London’s most disreputable peer. Perhaps she’d never heard of him. Or maybe she was too excited at the thought of his intended purchase. The anticipation in her eyes recalled a pointer spotting a pheasant.

“My lord,” she said triumphantly. “You need me.”

“I do,” he agreed, “though I’m not sure why I can’t just march into the auction, stick my hand in the air, and buy the thing.”

“Do you play cards?” she asked.

He nodded.

“And do you reveal your hand to your opponent?”

“Of course not.”

“Think of the auction as a game of whist. You just showed me all your cards. I pray you won’t do so to anyone else.”

For once Cain had a goal more important than his own pleasure. He’d ignore—or perhaps postpone—the pursuit of a woman and take her advice. He’d play his cards very close to his chest.








Chapter 2



“Chase!” Arthur Nutley’s tone was deep with disapproval. “My dear Juliana, you cannot be serious.”

“Oh, but I am,” replied Juliana, refilling his teacup. “He may not be serious. Indeed I doubt that he is a serious man. But he’s all I have if I intend to maintain a presence at the Tarleton sale. No one else appears willing to retain my services and I don’t have the resources to bid on my own account.”

Arthur was in as close to a state of agitation as the dignified tradesman ever reached. She winced as he waved his cup around. They were seated at the table in the rear of her shop, surrounded by bookcases. One splash and a valuable volume could be ruined.

“Chase is not a reputable man. He is notorious for his wretched morals and never received in respectable houses.”

“And do you turn down the custom of those whose morals don’t live up to your standards?” Juliana asked.

“That’s quite different. I am not a lady.”


“Neither am I, Arthur, in the sense that I engage in trade.”

“You are a lady in every sense of the word!”

Arthur was fascinated by the gentry to whom he sold visiting cards, expensive hot-pressed writing paper, and engraved invitations on heavy stock. He imitated their accents in his speech—not very successfully—while pretending to decry their morals. Juliana wondered if he’d be quite so anxious to marry her if he knew the whole truth about her birth.

“Since I prefer not to starve, I must take my customers in whatever guise they present themselves.”

Arthur put down his cup. Her relief at the loss of danger to her books was muted when he reached for her hand instead. His was fleshy and slightly damp. “Your year of mourning is almost completed and then, as you know, it is my deepest hope that you will allow me to take care of you.”

She pulled away. Not that she wasn’t, in a way, fond of Arthur. He came once a week to help her with bookkeeping, and their teas afterward were almost her only purely social interactions. But his heavy hints about his intentions were becoming impossible to ignore.

If she had any sense she’d have him, and unless things improved she might have to. His business was vastly more prosperous than hers, and his wife would, as he’d made clear on numerous occasions, want for nothing. Except privacy, independence, and an interesting life. He’d never allow her to continue in her own trade, seeing it as an affront to his abilities as a provider. Instead she’d be helping him sell stationery in the Strand and producing a crop of little Arthurs to follow in his footsteps.

The thought of sharing a bed with Arthur made her queasy. Joseph’s demands in that area had been moderate, if dull. He wasn’t interested in much aside from books.

The look in Arthur’s eye when he delivered his clumsy wooing suggested he might be demanding in the bedroom. On occasion, during her marriage and since, she’d wondered if there was more to that side of things than she’d discovered with Joseph. Surely there must, else what were the poets writing about? She’d never woken in her husband’s bed feeling like Juliet on her wedding night, desperate to deny the arrival of dawn.

She glanced at Arthur’s wet mouth and shuddered.

“I can take care of myself,” she said firmly. “You need not fear any danger from Lord Chase.”

A fleeting vision of flashing blue eyes was hastily repressed. Her relations with Chase would be strictly business and conducted standing on her feet.

Arthur wouldn’t leave the subject alone. “To be seen in the man’s company is to court gossip and disgrace.”

“You exaggerate,” Juliana replied. “When I accompany him to the auction rooms people will view our association precisely as it is. I am a bookseller and he is a collector. He will employ me for the advice I can offer and no other reason.”

“Chase a collector! Actresses, singers, and light-skirts are the only things he has ever collected.”


“Great booksellers make great collectors. Under my guidance that is what the Marquis of Chase will become.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, Juliana thought. The commission on the Burgundy Hours would be large, enough to let her buy at least some of the Shakespeares. But if Chase could be persuaded to wider purchases, she could earn enough to make acquisitions for stock at the Tarleton sale. That would place the world of London booksellers and buyers on notice that the widow Merton, her sex notwithstanding, was a force to be reckoned with.

And she wouldn’t have to even think about marrying Arthur.

She drifted into an agreeable fantasy of her shop thronged with well-to-do cognoscenti. She really must get those windows cleaned.

“Juliana?”

“I beg your pardon, Arthur. My mind was wandering.”

“I am worried about you.”

“There’s no need.”

“The Marquis of Chase is reputed to be irresistible to females.”

“Oh really, Arthur,” she scoffed. “He’s nothing out of the ordinary. I can’t even remember exactly what he looks like.” And truly, she couldn’t now recall his features or his height or the color of his hair.

Just a vision of piercing blue eyes stripping her naked.

“I am in no danger of succumbing to the advances of such a rake,” she said, shaking off the last image and fixing her thoughts on that commission. What did blue eyes matter in comparison to a really important manuscript? “I may assist Lord Chase in forming his collection, but I have no intention of becoming part of it.”

 

Juliana turned the corner into Waterloo Bridge Street, grateful for the slight relief from the cold east wind whistling down the Strand, and looked for her new patron. Two gentlemen stood in conversation outside Sotheby’s premises, both too tall to be the marquis. She felt a twinge of anxiety; Lord Chase hadn’t given her an impression of excessive reliability.

Unease mingled with irritation as she drew near enough to identify the pair.

God in heaven! Mr. Iverley of all people! Tarquin Compton she could stand. He’d been polite on the occasions he’d visited her shop, even bought a few volumes of seventeenth-century poetry. He now acknowledged her with a bow. Sebastian Iverley was a different matter. He peered at her through gold-rimmed spectacles and apparently hadn’t yet recognized her. If he deigned to acknowledge her presence at all, it would be with snide astonishment that she ventured within three streets of the Tarleton collection.

The proof of her supposition was postponed by the express approach of a town coach painted brilliant red. The matched pair of blacks drew to an exact halt at the entrance to the auction rooms. A footman in red and black livery was perched behind, but the door opened without the servant’s help. Juliana glimpsed a padded interior of what looked like black velvet as Lord Chase, disdaining the step, sprang to the ground with the grace of a large cat.

“Mrs. Merton. I trust I haven’t kept you waiting. It’s devilish cold. I should have thought to pick you up.” It came back to her how the foggy timbre of his voice imbued a commonplace courtesy with sensuality.

“I’ve just arrived,” Juliana murmured, nodding in approximation of a masculine bow. She never curtsied to her customers. She wasn’t attending a ball.

The marquis smiled at her, and Juliana noticed his mouth. The lower lip was fuller than its partner. And not at all wet. Really, she ought to look away. She’d given herself a strict lecture on the importance of seeing Lord Chase as a book buyer and only as a book buyer.

On the other hand she’d had trouble recalling his features to mind. It was very important to be able to recognize a customer. Essential. She should memorize his face.

Mr. Compton regarded the marquis’s coach with disfavor. “God’s breath, Chase,” he said. “What is that? I’ve never seen anything so vulgar.”

Chase’s grin carved twin slashes on either side of his face, throwing his cheekbones into relief. Just looking at him gave her a shivery feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“You don’t like my new coach, Compton? Never mind. It isn’t you I’m trying to impress. The ladies love it.” He pinpointed Juliana with a flash of blue. “What do you think, Mrs. Merton?”

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “The coach.”


“You see?”

Mr. Compton raised an eyebrow. “Why a coach? Why not a curricle? If you must make a spectacle of yourself, at least let it be with a sporting vehicle.”

“I don’t care for that kind of sport. I prefer a closed carriage. An open one is so…limiting. And I don’t like to drive myself. I prefer to have my hands free for other activities.” He seemed thoroughly pleased with himself, and it struck Juliana that his aim was to shock as he stood laughing, his greatcoat blown open by the wind to reveal his beautiful tailoring.

Not that anyone appeared well dressed standing next to Mr. Compton. But while the latter’s garments seemed sculpted to his tall form in exquisite understatement, Chase, a good six inches shorter than the dandy, wore his with an air that bespoke careless enjoyment and a desire to please himself and anyone else who happened to observe him.

“What are you doing here, Chase?” Compton asked. “Not your usual milieu I should have thought. Precious few”—he glanced at Juliana and changed whatever word he’d been about to use—“ladies to be found at a book auction.”

Iverley, who had been staring into space, oblivious to the presence of either marquis or carriage, grunted something that sounded like “A good thing too.”

“I’ve come to buy a book, of course,” Cain said.

That got Iverley’s attention. “What book?”

Juliana stepped in before her client could say anything indiscreet. “Lord Chase wants to see the Tarleton Caxtons.”

Iverley ignored her, of course, but regarded Chase with a glimmer of interest. Or perhaps it was his spectacles catching the light. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

Compton intervened. “Chase, let me introduce Sebastian Iverley. Iverley, this is Chase. And you must already know Mrs. Merton. I daresay you’ve been in her shop.”

Iverley grunted again. “I have,” he admitted. “She still has some decent books left from before her husband’s death.”

Then and there Juliana swore to herself she’d never sell a book to Iverley, not if he crawled the length of St. Martin’s Lane and his money was the only thing between her and the workhouse.

“I can’t wait to see the indecent books she has acquired since,” Chase said, then paused, smiling at Iverley with a look of pure innocence. “Mrs. Merton has kindly agreed to guide me through the Tarleton collection and help me decide which book to buy.”

Instead of being shocked or insulted by the indecent books remark, Juliana had the oddest desire to laugh. And he hadn’t mentioned the Burgundy Hours. Maybe the man could be taught.

“I wouldn’t have thought you were interested in books, Chase.” Compton spoke with his habitual languor, but Juliana thought she detected an edge in his tone.

“I may have been untimely ripped from the bosom of Eton, but I can read, and I do so on occasion. I like to read in bed, when I have nothing better to do there.”

“I should think you must get through one, maybe two whole books a year.”

“Did I mention that I like to read aloud?”


Compton raised his aquiline nose and dark eyes to the leaden sky. “It’s useless to expect a serious answer from you, Chase. You apparently can’t move beyond one topic. Shall we go in, Sebastian?”

Juliana watched the two men disappear into the auction house, presenting a comical contrast between the elegant Compton and Iverley’s scarecrow figure.

“An odd couple,” Chase remarked. “Iverley doesn’t seem to be one of your admirers.”

“Mr. Iverley has no time for women.”

“What a fool! And Compton?”

“Mr. Compton is always polite. As one would expect of Lord Hugo Hartley’s great-nephew.”

“I didn’t know of their relationship.”

Which was, Juliana thought, strange. From her scant acquaintance with the small world of the nobility, everyone knew each other and who was related to whom. Indeed, most of them were related to each other. Chase, it appeared, existed outside the circles to which he was born.

Messrs. Iverley and Compton might come from the highest families, yet one thing they shared with her. They were dedicated and knowledgeable bibliophiles. The challenge presented by her own client seemed greater than ever.

Fortunately she had a plan.

“Well, Mrs. Merton,” Chase said. “Shall we go and look at that manuscript? I promise to listen to everything you have to tell me about it.”

“We won’t look at the Burgundy Hours today.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t want other bidders to know it’s the only thing you’re interested in. We’ll view a variety of other books. The most important books are saved for the last day of the sale. The big collectors must plan their earlier purchases so they have enough for the items they want at the end. I trust your assertion that you are a wealthy man?”

Chase nodded. “Without wishing to boast I’d say I can match most of your ‘big collectors.’”

“And no doubt everyone is aware of it. If they know you are after one thing, others can husband their resources to bid against you. We need to keep them guessing so they don’t know how to plan their strategy.”

“This is fun.” He thought about it for a moment. “Once I bid, or you bid on my behalf, they’ll know it’s me.”

“True, and if we think it necessary we can set up a secret signal with the auctioneer.”

“A secret signal?” He glanced down the street and his voice dropped. “What kind of signal?”

“Well,” Juliana suggested, “you could remove your snuffbox from your pocket when you wish to bid, and take a pinch of snuff when you’re ready to stop.”

“Oh dear,” he said despondently. “That won’t work. I never take snuff.”

“We can think of a different signal,” she assured him, then she saw he was making fun of her. His eyes flashed an azure glow while his smile, broader than she’d yet seen, revealed straight white teeth and reintroduced those devastating creases at the cheeks. It struck Juliana forcefully that Chase’s reputation as a rake was likely neither exaggerated nor undeserved. A woman would find it hard to resist his attentions. She experienced some difficulty herself and he wasn’t even out to impress her in that way. Why would he be? She was a shabby little black beetle of a tradeswoman and hardly counted as a female.

And that was a good thing, she told herself sternly. The Marquis of Chase was her ticket to acclaim as a powerful and respected bookseller. Being distracted by his undoubted physical appeal was a waste of time.

“Let’s go and look at something expensive,” she said.

Cain had heard those words before, and from women, but he doubted Mrs. Merton’s idea of a luxurious bauble had much sparkle to it. Fifteen minutes later he found himself seated on a hard chair in front of a green baize-covered table, staring at three ugly volumes.

“And what is so marvelous about these?” he asked.

She cast him a furious look. “Keep your voice down,” she muttered. “We don’t want everyone to hear.”

Since the room was packed, their chairs jammed against each other’s and their neighbors’, he couldn’t see how their conversation could be private. But every man appeared absorbed in the examination of books. Not reading, merely looking at them. Some leafed through volumes a page at a time in a measured rhythm, too fast to take in even a word or two from each page.

It all seemed very strange to Cain, who’d spent much of the past half-dozen years backstage in London’s theaters. The studious solemnity of these book buyers couldn’t have presented a greater contrast to the bright costumes and cosmetics, the gaudy make-believe of thespian life. Oddest of all was the lack of females. His companion was the only woman in the whole place.

The book in front of them was bound in dirty brown leather. With a reverent air Mrs. Merton opened the dull brass clasp that held the covers closed and turned to the first page, careful not to crack the spine.

“What is this?” he asked.

“The Chronicles of England, printed in 1480 by William Caxton, the first English printer.” From the veneration in her voice he was supposed to be impressed.

“I can’t read it. It’s in gothic type.”

“You’re not supposed to read it.” She looked at him with droll astonishment.

“It’s a book. Books are meant to be read.”

She raised a hand as though to shield it from his impertinent gaze. “It’s far too precious to read.” Surprise turned to disbelief. “You do know who Caxton was?”

As it happened he did, but he preferred to tease her. “I do now. A very important man who printed very ugly books.”

“Perhaps Caxtons aren’t for you. You are more interested in literature than pure historical significance. What kind of book do you like to read?”

“I may only have time for one or two a year, but I do enjoy the theater. What about Shakespeare?”

“Are you sure? Tarleton’s collection features many less common playwrights.”


“Less common because less good, I imagine. Why not stick with the best?”

“Of course.” It might be his imagination but he didn’t think so. The enthusiasm dropped from her voice. She held up a hand to summon a porter. “Please bring us the folios.”

Up to that moment Cain had played along with Mrs. Merton’s game of deceiving spies about his true goal at the auction. He was also amused by her efforts to persuade him to other purchases. But the name Shakespeare affected her and he was curious to know why. If he had to spend the day in this dreary place, he might as well have a little mystery to solve.

She seemed calm enough while she explained that the four large volumes bound in red leather were the first collected editions of Shakespeare’s plays, the earliest printed in 1623, only a few years after the bard’s death.

“They belonged to Sir John Vanbrugh and disappeared after his death. Tarleton managed to track them down.”

“How did he do that?” A prickle of excitement crept up Cain’s spine.

“He was clever that way.” Her pretty Cupid’s bow mouth compressed into a pout. Mrs. Merton wasn’t telling him everything she knew. He needed to pursue this line of inquiry, though perhaps not in the middle of a crowded room.

He picked up the First Folio. A spasmodic flutter of her hands suggested she was terrified he’d drop the precious object. Just to provoke a reaction he jounced it up and down in one hand. “It’s heavy, rather too big for reading in bed. And the print is small. I’d have to hold a candle to assist my poor eyesight and I might spill wax on it.”

He thought she’d snatch the book away but she managed to restrain the impulse. Mrs. Merton wouldn’t make a good cardplayer. Though she tried to look inscrutable, her emotions were written on her face and she appeared to undergo an internal struggle. Then her eyes, which he’d dismissed as hazel but now noticed were an attractive moss green, gleamed with enthusiasm.

“Would you consider buying the folios?” Eagerly calculating that commission, no doubt.

“I might. But if I’m not allowed to read them, could you explain why I want them?”

“The First Folio is the first edition of many of Shakespeare’s plays. Scholars find it important because they are used to establish the correct text.”

Launched into her subject, she fairly quivered with eagerness, incidentally rubbing her thigh against his in an enjoyable manner.

“Poor old Shakespeare,” he said, ousting an enticing vision of what might be so thoroughly hidden beneath the yards of black material. “So his works weren’t published during his life?”

She hesitated before answering. “Less than two dozen of the thirty-eight. They were printed in individual volumes known as quartos.” Her voice had changed again. It seemed almost deliberately flat, in marked contrast to the fervor with which she’d described other books.


“Do you have any of these quartos?” he asked the hovering porter.

A few minutes later a pile of squarish, slim volumes, perhaps a dozen in all, were deposited in front of them. And there was no mistaking Mrs. Merton’s displeasure.

Juliana cursed silently. Resisting her efforts to steer him in a more convenient direction, Lord Chase had, just like a man, unerringly settled on the books she wanted for herself. She did her best to point out their undesirable features.

“Many of them were copied from promptbooks, or even taken down by members of the audience. It means the texts are often inaccurate.” She selected a volume from the center of the pile. “This is a bad quarto of Hamlet.”

Chase growled, drawing curious glances from their neighbors. “Bad Quarto. Down, sir,” he said.

She frowned at him.

“Sorry,” he said, “but it sounds like a name for a dog. What’s so bad about it, anyway?”

“Did you ever hear the line ‘To be, or not to be, I there’s the point’?”

“Intriguing. Are there any good ones? What about…that one?” he asked.

The man had the eye of a magpie, for he’d honed in on the volume in the brightest binding. She’d always loved the soft green calf that covered her very favorite book.

Her hands shook a little as, for the first time in years, she opened the front cover to reveal a penciled signature. “Cassandra Fitterbourne, 1793.” The sight of it had never failed to make her heart leap. Without thinking she traced her forefinger under the name.

“Who was Cassandra Fitterbourne?” Chase asked. The alert tone of his voice told her she’d roused his curiosity. Her client wasn’t as foolish as he liked to pretend.

“A former owner, I suppose,” she replied, striving for nonchalance.

He gave her a look that suggested he wasn’t entirely satisfied with her answer, then turned back to the book.

“What does that mean?” He indicated the annotation beneath the signature: “xx/je/t.”

“It’s a price. Booksellers and collectors often use a code to record what they paid for a book.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know the code.” That at least was true.

“What play is it?” Chase picked up the book and flipped through the binder’s blanks to the title page. “An excellent conceited Tragedie of Romeo and Iuliet,” he read. “I think I’ll buy it.”

Juliana couldn’t stand it. She snatched away the volume and clasped it to her breast. “Don’t you dare!” She realized she’d raised her voice, and reduced it again to a furious whisper. “You shouldn’t be allowed to buy books if you don’t treat them well. These are important and precious volumes. Can’t you take anything seriously?”

The marquis didn’t respond at once. A certain hardening about his mouth, bleak eyes scanning the room, told her he was displeased. This was no way to treat an important customer. Joseph would never have been so foolish. Carelessly she’d let her disdain show and annoyed him.

“My lord,” she said, touching his sleeve to reclaim his attention. “I apologize…”

He looked back at her, and in a mercurial switch his eyes seemed to laugh.

“No apology needed,” he assured her. “I don’t pretend to be a serious man but I would like to hear what you have to say about Shakespeare. I find myself intrigued by the previous owners of the books. Do you suppose Cassandra Fitterbourne owned the Romeo and Juliet because she was herself a ‘star-cross’d’ lover’?”

“An agreeable speculation,” she replied with as much composure as she could muster. Not only had her client shown a surprising knowledge of Shakespeare, he’d also asked the question about Cassandra Fitterbourne that Juliana would like to have answered for herself.

She feared she hadn’t succeeded in deflecting Chase’s attention from the Shakespeares. Well, he couldn’t have them. They were hers by every moral right. He could have the folios, but she wasn’t going to let him get his careless hands on the quartos, especially Cassandra’s Romeo and Juliet.

Juliana considered what she knew of Lord Chase’s tastes. He had a showy red carriage with velvet seats; a scorn for important books in dull bindings; and a reputation as a rakehell. She had his measure and knew just the book for him: a French edition of Aretino’s Dialogues. Bound in red morocco gilt. With illustrations. Let him get one look at that bawdy classic and he’d forget all about her humble quartos.


“I’ve thought of another book that will interest you, my lord.” She looked around for a porter and found none available. “Please wait while I fetch it.”

Left alone at the table, Cain pondered Mrs. Merton’s reluctance to let him buy the Shakespeares. He examined each volume, looking for Cassandra Fitterbourne’s signature. Several of the volumes were inscribed with the initials “G.F.” but apparently only Romeo and Juliet had belonged to the lovely Cassandra.

Lovely? She was most likely a prim spinster of a literary bent.

Sebastian Iverley took the next seat and muttered a distracted, though civil greeting. Either the bespectacled bookworm was unaware of Cain’s unsavory reputation, or he didn’t care. Cain subjected him to a rapid assessment. Iverley might dislike women, but Cain wasn’t receiving any of the signals occasionally sent him by men of different tastes.

“Tell me, Iverley,” he asked. “Do you know of a book collector named Fitterbourne? Cassandra Fitterbourne?”

Iverley frowned. “Not Cassandra. George. From Wiltshire. Died three or four years ago. Tarleton bought his collection.”

“Could Cassandra have been his wife? Or perhaps a daughter?”

“I never heard of any wife or daughter,” Iverley replied with a note of approval, as though any man should be congratulated on the lack of female appendages. “And women don’t make good book collectors.”


Iverley was a fool. Cain knew women’s brains worked just as well as men’s, merely in a different manner, one he understood and appreciated. During the past hour he’d seen enough of Mrs. Merton to judge that she knew her subject well.

She certainly knew a good deal about Sir Thomas Tarleton, which was after all the whole point of his presence here. He would enjoy getting the information out of her, since she was quite lovely herself and, he was beginning to suspect, far from prim.

He relaxed in his seat and watched her thrust her way with single-minded determination through the crowd of men, to whom she was, apparently, invisible. Were they all blind? Speaking for himself, he found the view of her excessively well-formed derrière, swaying with unintended lure, most enjoyable. And appreciated the irony that he had managed to engage the only female bookseller in London.
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