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Prologue


LONDON, ENGLAND

SEPTEMBER 1814






Knight pulled back and came up onto his knees. He looked down at Daniella’s body, pale as ice and beautifully mysterious, as only a woman’s body could be in the dark of night with just moonlight spilling over her. He touched his fingers to her breast. “You’re exquisite,” he said.

Daniella opened her eyes and looked at the man whose mistress she’d been for nearly four months now. “Yes,” she murmured, unaware of what she was saying. Her hands swept over his chest, feeling the crisp hair, the smooth musculature, and she sighed as her hands stroked down his belly, flat and warmly hard, and found him.

Knight moaned.

“You’re also greedy,” he said and laughed, a pained sound.

“Perhaps,” she said, caressing him, “but you are also a randy man.”

“You’re right about that,” Knight said and came into her in one powerful thrust. She gasped at the shock of him, but her body rose to meet his and he clasped her hips, bringing her even closer.

Her eyes shut and her mouth tightened. He pulled out of her, watching her face and seeing the disappointment in her eyes.

“Beast,” she whispered and jerked her hips upward. When he filled her again, she moaned and wrapped her legs about his flanks.

Her prisoner now, he thought as he swelled and probed deep within her. She was nearing her climax. He knew her body well—the slight quivers that clenched the muscles in her belly, the spasmodic tensing of her thighs, the moans that tore from her mouth, raw and ugly and real. But he kept his rhythm uneven, first fast and shallow, then slow and deep, deeper still. Until she cried out, her fists striking his shoulders.

“Knight.”

He smiled and said very softly, “All right.” His hand was between their bodies, his knowing fingers caressing her, and she screamed, jerking upward, her eyes wild and unseeing on his face, her forehead shiny with perspiration.

He felt utterly alone at that moment and supremely powerful. Not since his nineteenth year, the year he’d learned how to pleasure a woman, had he allowed his partner to go unsatisfied. Indeed, he allowed no feigning, and he knew women too well for them to fool him. He saw that she was still and limp beneath him, her pleasure well spent, and he let himself go, let the searing release flood through him.

“Well,” he said, more to himself than to her after some time had passed and his heart had slowed to normal, “I believe I’ve been properly exercised.”

Daniella smiled, that sated woman’s smile of hers that was like every other woman’s smile he’d seen after sex; it made him feel again that absolute power. He smoothed back her hair, lightly kissed her mouth, then rose. He stretched, lit a lamp, and kneeling, built up the fire.

“It’s chilly tonight,” he said some minutes later as he began to bathe himself in the basin atop the commode.

Daniella watched him, his powerful body silhouetted by the flames leaping upward and the soft candlelight from the branch on the mantelpiece. He was a handsome man, she thought, with his thick, nearly black hair. It wasn’t a blue-black like those Irish rogues she’d met, nor was it the shiny coal black like hers that reflected light and held deep reds. No, it was thick and it was nearly black, deep-looking, and it curled slightly against the back of his neck.

It was his eyes that held one’s attention. They were brown with yellowish flecks, the eyes of a fox, intelligent eyes, shrewd and cynical. He was lean and firm, endowed with a beautiful male body. He was an athlete and a renowned sportsman, the foremost rider in the Four Horse Club, she’d heard it said; also to his credit, he was a favorite of Gentleman Jackson, that famous fighter who now instructed rich men in the art of boxing, whose remarks were that Viscount Castlerosse was possessed of remarkable science, enduring strength, and wily intelligence. She didn’t know what remarkable science referred to, but it sounded again as if he were superior and thus she savored it because he was hers, at least for a time. Four months now. It seemed so short a span. When would he tire of her? She shook her head unconsciously, un-willing to raise that dreaded specter.

He was beyond any woman’s reach, she thought, even a lady of quality, which she wasn’t. How many times had he laughed and stated flatly that marriage wasn’t for him, that he believed ardently in the particular philosophy expounded by his father that the wise and sane man married no earlier than the age of forty and that he picked a girl no more than eighteen who was healthy as a stoat, a good breeder, and malleable as a sheep. He begat an heir, then left the child alone to grow without learning the vagaries of his sire.

Knight Winthrop, Viscount Castlerosse, was many years yet from that fateful age of forty, having attained his twenty-seventh year some three months before. He was a renowned bachelor, sardonic in his cynicism but rarely cruel in his wit.

She looked at him as he washed his long, muscular legs. His motions were fluid and graceful. He made love in such a way, never hurried, always in control of her and of himself, and always with skill. But she sensed, she knew, that he remained somehow apart from her, alone and apart. Beyond her, she’d thought once when she’d watched his face as he reached his own pleasure.

“Even your feet are lovely.”

His head jerked up and he laughed. “What did you say? My feet are what?”

Daniella shook her head. She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud. She knew better than to say something so stupidly revealing and quickly retrenched. “No, no, my lord. I said your feet are dirty and need to be washed as much as the rest of you.” He didn’t want to know of feelings. He would dismiss her if he felt she wanted him for more than as a generous protector. He wouldn’t be unkind or cruel, but he would leave. She rose slightly off the bed and stretched languidly, aware he was looking at her. Then, equally languidly, she lay down again.

“Put on something or it will be the worst for you,” he said, and his voice was rough. She made him randy again, her negligent pose on her side, her bountiful breasts pressed together, the smooth line of her hip made even more enticing by her position. Her hair was as black as only an Italian’s could be and her flesh as white as—not snow, he decided. Even in his thoughts he didn’t relish being common. Her flesh was pale, that was all. And those dark, almond-shaped eyes of hers showed all the passion of her Neapolitan heritage. He tossed her a peignoir, a frothy peach affair that he’d bought her some weeks before.

He watched her slip into it, her movements so practiced that they seemed as naturally seductive as a virgin’s. “Tea, my lord?”

He nodded. His stomach suddenly growled. “Anything to eat?”

“Didn’t you eat your fill at the wedding banquet?”

He grimaced. “I was too nervous. Lord, the bride and groom wouldn’t break apart. It was unnerving. And the ladies—of all ages!—giggling and looking at me as if I were a grouse ready to be set upon by the hunters. I overheard one matron say to another that her daughter was just what Viscount Castlerosse needed. Imagine the impudence of that old bedlamite.”

Daniella laughed and left the bedchamber. Her maid, Marjorie, was long abed, and her cook and housekeeper didn’t stay in the house at night. Fifteen minutes later she returned to the bedchamber carrying a tray of cold chicken, sliced bread, butter, and honey, and the pot of precious India tea.

Knight had just pulled on his dressing gown. He helped her spread the feast on the bed. He slapped her buttocks as she climbed over him, and she giggled. “Ah,” she said. “Is it that you have need of me, my lord viscount?”

Knight picked up a chicken leg and tore off a goodly bite. “My needs,” he said between bites, “are at present in my mouth, just as appropriate in this instance as in others.”

He saw that she didn’t understand and merely smiled, handing her a chicken wing.

They ate in companionable silence for some minutes until Daniella, replete, said, “Do tell me about the wedding and the reception. Weren’t your special friends there?”

He knew she loved to hear about the ladies and gentlemen of his acquaintance—a sort of vicarious envy, he thought, but he willingly obliged her. “You mean Burke Drummond and his wife, Arielle?”

“He is the Earl of Ravensworth?”

“Yes. They were there, of course, since the bride is his former sister-in-law. He and Arielle were looking well and fervently happy.”

“Do you disapprove of their marriage? The earl hasn’t yet reached the age of forty.”

“You still remember that, do you?”

“You have remarked upon that particular sentiment at least three times, as I recall.”

Knight chuckled. “I trust I don’t grow tedious, my dear. No, Burke isn’t close to forty. In fact, he’s my age. As for his wife, well—” Knight paused a moment, picturing Arielle in his mind when he’d first met her at Ravensworth Abbey. “She is well now, I think.”

“Well? What illness did she have?”

“Rather a sickness of the spirit, I would say.” He liberally spread butter and honey on a thick slice of bread. “She is a beautiful girl. She is also brave and loyal. I like her.”

“Does this mean that you will change your mind about marriage, my lord?”

“Good God, no. She is perfect for Burke, not for me.”

“Laura very much enjoyed the earl when he was in London.”

Knight had the grace to look a bit uncomfortable. “I’d forgotten that,” he said. “He was in a bad way, wanting Arielle so much and yet not being able to have her. They weren’t married then, you know. Laura is now with Lord Eaglemere, isn’t she?”

Daniella nodded. “She doesn’t like him. He is a pig and not natural in what he demands of her.”

“Tell her to leave him,” Knight said, shrugging.

Daniella merely looked at him, saying nothing. He could, at times, be as obtuse as a turnip. It wouldn’t occur to him that Laura couldn’t leave Lord Eaglemere. At least not until she had more money from his lordship. Daniella wanted to change the topic and asked, “Do you dislike children?”

“Not at all. I don’t know children.”

“You knew yourself, surely.”

“There is no reason for me to involve myself with children. As you will recall—isn’t it the fourth time now?—my father never busied himself with me. Left me to grow up with all my own perfections and none of his imperfections. He was fond of telling me, on the rare occasion when he saw me, that all my faults were of my own making and owed nothing to him. Perhaps Burke and Arielle will have children. Then I shall become a distant but doting uncle. Now, my dear Daniella, pour me another cup of tea, then remove that annoying peignoir. All this food and conversation have appealed to my baser hunger.”

NEAR BRUSSELS, BELGIUM

SEPTEMBER 1814

Tristan Monroe Winthrop hummed as he quickened his pace. He was a man pleased with his own cunning and his success. He smiled as he hummed, not at all surprised that he could do both at the same time. He was convinced he could do anything. He thought of Lily, waiting for him with his children, and he nearly broke into a trot. He’d been gone but three days, yet he missed them all. Of course, missing his children wasn’t quite the same thing as missing Lily. Beautiful Lily, who would soon be his wife. He’d used his children as levers, shamelessly, he admitted to himself now, and it had worked. His children and the fact that she’d had no other choice, not really. Not yet twenty and on her own in a foreign city, her father’s funeral to pay for, his effects to be seen to. Her father, Baron Markham, that bluff but incredibly unlucky gambler, had been his friend. Tristan had saved him not once but several times from gaming hells that would have taken his beautiful daughter as payment for his debts—without his consent. Then he’d just keeled over, clutching his chest, Lily standing there watching him, at first not understanding, then staring at him, tears streaming down her cheeks. He’d lived another two days. Then he’d died and left her with nothing save the clothes in her armoire.

But Tris had been there to help her. She liked him, loved his children and they her. He’d invited her to live with him and the children and of course she’d refused, until he’d changed his tune and requested her services as their governess. It wasn’t until two months ago that she’d agreed to marry him. By that time, he’d proved to her that he had no disgusting habits, that he was possessed of a modicum of intelligence and wit; and his children, bless them, had wrapped themselves firmly around her loyal and giving heart.

Lily Tremaine. A girl so beautiful it nearly took your breath away just to look at her. And she was sublimely unaware of her effect on men. Her incredible honey-blond hair was thick and wavy, and she paid it little attention, tying it up with ribbons or twisting it into braids atop her head. That didn’t matter. Nothing could dim her beauty. Her eyes were a pale gray, calm and serene, but the calmness was a mask, a carefully tended facade, he was certain of it. She was filled with passion, and he would prove it to her and to himself once she was his wife. He quickened his step even more. God, he wanted her. She was seventeen years his junior, but it didn’t matter. She’d been the adult to her father’s child for many a year now. Seventeen years was nothing. She was too slender for his taste, but she would fill out when she was pregnant with his child. It was all the worry, he supposed, taking care of a vagrant, fatally charming father for five years, wondering whether she would have food for dinner or, on the rare occasion, donning diamonds and silks and attending a ball.

Loyal, brave Lily. He still held clear the mental picture he had of her as she and the children had waved good-bye to him. He would very much like to tell her that he’d succeeded beyond his wildest expectations, but he couldn’t. Lily, he’d come to realize, had this odd streak of honesty that was occasionally disconcerting, particularly given the fact that her father had been a grand scoundrel, albeit an unlucky one. Of course, he had no intention of telling his children that their father was a thief; not just any kind of common thief, of course, but a master thief and a master strategist. And ruthless, at least this time. According to his calculations, Monk and Boy should be well ensconced in prison by now. In Paris. Far away from him and his family. The bribes had been large enough to make him pause, but it was worth it, indeed it was. No more of those cold, conscienceless bastards to haunt him.

A master stroke, that was what he’d managed to execute. He was the winner and he’d taken all. Never again would he have to worry about food and lodgings for the children. He could give them and Lily everything.

He was almost to the small two-story house on Avenue LaRouche. It was a quiet street, poplar trees lining each side, respectable in the extreme, but to his newly sharpened tastes, much too poor for his soon-to-be-higher status in life.

Nothing would be beyond him now. At the age of thirty-seven he at last savored success, lasting success. He hadn’t killed anybody, hadn’t even hurt anybody. Monk and Boy didn’t count. He was now rich. So bloody rich that it boggled even his wonderfully inventive mind.

When he heard the harsh words behind him, “Ye filthy bloody bastid!” he turned only fractionally. When the knife struck him in the back, deep and smooth in one single thrust, he had no idea what had happened. He felt a sharp chill and shivered, quickening his pace. Then, horribly, he heard another voice and recognized it as Monk’s, low and mean and frightening as hell. “Awright, boyo, ye’ll pay, but first, what ’ave ye done with the sparklers?”

Tristan couldn’t believe his ears. He turned slowly to face his erstwhile partner, Monk Busch, a man who had the look of an early-eighteenth-century pirate, dark and ugly. “Monk,” he said.

“Where, damn ye, Tris? Boy, get over ’ere. I got ’im but good now!”

Suddenly Tris stumbled and Monk saw the red stain spreading over his back. “Boy, ye damned fool! Ye’ve stabbed ’im in the back! Idiot, I told ye to be careful.”

“Eh! Arrêtez! Qu’est-ce qui se passe?”

Monk cursed. It was the damned Brussels watch. Tristan shouted at the top of his lungs, first in English, then in French. “Help! Help! Aidez-moi! Aidez-moi!”

A whistle blew sharp and loud.

Monk and Boy looked at each other, cursed in unison, and fled. Tristan stared after them, then slowly, very slowly, fell to his knees. He wished he could see his children and Lily just one last time. “Lily,” he whispered as he collapsed to the ground. He realized suddenly that he had to tell her about his coup. He had to reassure her that there would always be enough money for her and the children if she could only bring herself to be less pristine in her notions. God, he wanted to see her one more time. But it wasn’t to be. He couldn’t tell her where to look—The last face he saw was that of the young watch bending over him.

DAMSON FARM, YORKSHIRE, ENGLAND

OCTOBER 1814



Lily sat with her feet tucked beneath her on the narrow bed, Theo, Sam, and Laura Beth grouped around her. They were in her small bedroom on the third floor of Damson House, one of the servant’s rooms. She was no longer shaking with fear from Arnold’s assault; she was no longer quivering with rage; she was at last calm and coolly thinking about what she and the children would do now. They couldn’t remain here at Tris’s sister’s home. Gertrude’s husband, Arnold, had made that impossible. Gertrude tolerated the children, disliked Lily heartily, and was spiteful enough to enjoy making Lily feel like an upper servant. Gertrude would discover her husband’s amorous activities soon enough, and it wouldn’t be Arnold who would be shown to the door, it would be Lily, and the children wouldn’t be allowed to leave with her.

What a mess. All because Arnold couldn’t control himself, had whimpered and begged her to let him take her, then had turned nasty, as only a petty little bully could. Theo, her protector, her nine-year-old overly serious and overly responsible little adult, had prevented Arnold from raping her on the stairs, against the wall.

“I’ll kill him, Lily,” Sam said and thrust out his chin. “Theo should have.”

“Shut your mouth, Sam,” Theo said to his six-year-old brother in his surprisingly stern adult voice. “You won’t do anything. I stopped him, but I don’t trust him, Lily. He isn’t a wise man, nor is he at all honorable.”

Trust Theo to phrase things the way a vicar would, Lily thought as she leaned over to pat his arm. Actually, Arnold Damson was a fumbling, vicious beast and bully. Theo had saved her, clearing his throat loudly, his hands fisting at his sides. Arnold had stepped back from Lily, realizing that he had no other choice at the moment. He couldn’t rape her in front of a boy, and his nephew to boot.

Lily looked at each of the children in turn: Theo, tall for his age and too thin, his eyes the pale blue like his father’s, and bright with a formidable intelligence; Sam, compact and fierce, independent and restless, an imp who loved life and excitement and hadn’t a thought for tomorrow; finally, little Laura Beth, only four now, quiet and so beautiful that it made Lily ache just to look at that small face, at that small mouth with a thumb now firmly stuck into it. Laura Beth looked like her mother, so Tristan had told Lily, and Lily knew that Elizabeth must have been beautiful, fragile, petite, and delicate, with silky black hair and eyes so dark a blue that they appeared black in certain lights.

She cleared her voice, encompassing all of them with her calm smile. “We’ll leave, that’s all.”

Theo sighed. “I suppose we have no choice now. I can’t be certain to be around all the time to protect you.”

Lily wanted to fling her arms around too-grown-up Theo and hug him until his ribs creaked. “No, you can’t,” she said, her smile a bit wobbly.

“He’s ugly,” Laura Beth announced, taking her thumb out of her mouth. “So is Aunt Gertrude. And fat.”

“That’s true,” Lily agreed. She took Laura Beth’s small hand in hers, hoping to keep the thumb out of the child’s mouth for a few minutes anyway. Laura Beth allowed it and gave Lily a look that made Lily know that she was allowing it.

“I want all of you to listen to me,” Lily said. “You know that before your father died—indeed, several months ago in fact—he told me that if anything happened to him I was to bring you here, to his sister, Gertrude. You also know that we had no choice but to do so. There was no money. Now that Ugly Arnold has shown his horrid true self, we will leave. Your father had a cousin. This cousin’s name is Knight Winthrop, Viscount Castlerosse, and he lives in London most of the time. We were to go to him second if things didn’t work out with Gertrude.”

“Is he ugly?” asked Laura Beth. She pulled her hand from Lily’s, and her thumb settled back into her small mouth.

“I have no idea. I think your father left him as the last resort because he is a bachelor.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” said Theo. “He just might try to hurt you, Lily, like Ugly Arnold did.”

“Arnold’s a toad,” said Sam. “Filthy blighter.”

Lily blinked. Where had Sam learned those words? They were, however, exceedingly accurate and descriptive. “Yes, that’s true,” she said easily. “Perhaps, Theo, but we have no choice. I have just enough money to get us to London. To this cousin. If he has any sense of duty at all, he will provide for the three of you, at least.”

“We won’t leave you,” said Theo and Sam, and Laura Beth nodded solemnly. He continued thoughtfully after a moment. “I don’t think, though, that you should tell this new gentleman that you were Papa’s betrothed, like you did with Aunt Gertrude and Ugly Arnold. They thought you were an impostor and not a lady.”

“You can’t be a governess either,” said Sam. “That would be worse. This cousin could make you leave us or he could hurt you.”

“Sam’s right,” Theo said in his judicious voice. “You’ve got to be something else.”

“You’re my mama,” said Laura Beth, the thumb coming out only long enough to deliver this startling statement.

Lily stared at the child, but Theo said, “I say, that’s just the thing. No, really, Lily, you can’t be Sam’s mother—or mine, for that matter; you’re by far too young. But if you were married very early to Papa, you could be Laura Beth’s mama. That way this cousin couldn’t make you go away. He’d have to take care of all of us. And since you’re a widow, he would have to treat you with respect.”

“Mama,” said Laura Beth again and moved over onto Lily’s lap, snuggling against her breasts, her thumb in her mouth and her other hand clutching Czarina Catherine, her doll.

And that, Lily supposed, was that.









    

One


LONDON, ENGLAND

OCTOBER 1814






It was eight o’clock on a rainy Thursday evening. Knight Winthrop, Viscount Castlerosse, was at home at Winthrop House on Portland Square, seated in his favorite leather chair in his high-ceilinged, thoroughly masculine library. Voltaire’s Candide lay facedown on his thigh. He was looking into the flames that were sluggishly throwing off embers, a snifter of French brandy in his hand. The wainscoted room was dim and shadowed, the only splash of light from the branch of candles near his right arm. It was a cozy setting, and Knight felt appropriately coddled and relaxed and pleasantly tired.

He grinned at the memory of Sir Edward’s face when Allegory, Knight’s chestnut Barb, bred at Des-borough Stud, had left him and his nag in the dust only halfway to the finish line marked by the Four Horse Club on Hounslow Heath. Knight had placed a healthy bet on Allegory’s speed and indomitable spirit, and on his own skill, and had come away with a thousand pounds in his pocket, at Sir Edward Brassby’s expense.

Allegory hated to lose even more than he did, he thought. The chestnut got that mean look in his eyes when he saw another horse drawing close. Knight wondered if the gelding had gotten his mean look from him or from his famous sire, Flying Davie.

He took another slow sip of brandy, then leaned his head back, closing his eyes. Life was well-nigh perfect. He had no complaints, no suggestions to the powers-that-be for improvement. He was content. He was healthy, his teeth were white and straight and strong, he was in no danger of losing his hair, he currently mounted a mistress who met his every sexual whim, and no one save an occasional new stallion ever disturbed his very fine existence. No, there was nothing more he could ask for.

He picked up his book and thumbed negligently through the pages.

“My lord.”

Knight cocked open an eye at the sound of Duckett’s soft voice. It could be quiet as a vicar’s closet and still one wouldn’t hear Duckett approach. Just five feet tall, round as his nearly bald head, Duckett was blessed with an abundance of perception, knew his master better than did even his master’s valet, Stromsoe, and endeavored to smooth away any rough pebble that found its way onto his path.

“What is it, Duckett? Nothing dire, I trust.”

“That I cannot say, my lord.”

Knight opened both eyes at that and looked at his butler. “I beg your pardon?”

“There are a Young Person and three Very Young Persons here to see you, my lord. The Young Person wishes to see you first.”

“The Young Person, as opposed to the Very Young Persons?” Another thing about Duckett, Knight thought, he had no sense of humor. Not even an echo of one. “Well, tell this person I’ve left the country, tell her—him?”

“A she, my lord.”

“—I’ve fallen into the North Sea, tell her—who the devil is she anyway?”

“She says she is your cousin’s widow.”

“My cousin’s what? Tris?” Knight stared at Duckett blankly. Tristan dead? Knight paused a moment, trying to remember the last time he’d heard from him. Lord, it had been five years at least. He rose to his feet and straightened his clothes. “Bring her in, Duckett. As for the three Very Young Persons—I assume they are Tristan’s children—give them over to Mrs. Allgood. She’ll feed them, or whatever it is that very young persons require at eight in the evening.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Tristan dead. He felt a wrenching sadness, deep inside him, for the Tristan he’d known as a boy. Tris had been his senior by ten years, and on the rare occasions Knight had seen his uncle’s son, he’d worshipped him. Gay, devil-may-care Tris. A man who fascinated women, from what the fifteen-year-old Knight had observed when Tris had visited Castle Rosse and gathered every young girl about him with scarce any effort.

His widow was here with three very young persons who had to be Tris’s children. Why? Knight turned to face the door. It was opened by Duckett, who stepped aside and said in hushed tones, “Mrs. Tristan Winthrop, my lord.”

A female, covered from the top of her head to her booted feet in a serviceable brown wool cloak, came into the library.

“How do you do,” Knight said politely.

“Hello,” said Lily, and he heard the fatigue in her voice. “My Lord Castlerosse?”

“Yes. Please come in. Let me take that cloak. You can warm yourself at the fire. It is not a pleasant evening, is it?”

“No, I suppose it isn’t. However, you are home, and that is a relief.”

Knight assisted her out of the cloak and immediately wished he’d left her as covered as a package. He stared at her a moment, then forced himself to offer her a chair close to the fireplace. She looked pale and very weary; her hair was pulled back in a severe bun, her gown was wrinkled and not of the best quality, and she was so beautiful it made his toes ache just to look at her. He realized he was staring and said quickly, “Please, sit down and tell me how I may help you.”

Lily sat down gratefully.

Perhaps it was the dim lighting, he thought. No woman could look like that, at least not in the harsh light of day. “I shall order up some tea. Are you hungry? Some sandwiches and cakes, perhaps?”

“I should like that. Thank you.”

“I told Duckett to give the children over to Mrs. Allgood. She’ll see to them.”

But Mrs. Allgood hadn’t been able to see to a thing. At that moment there was the sound of scurrying footsteps outside the library door, agitated voices too high and shrill to belong to an adult; then the door was flung open and three very young persons ran into the room. Lily was on her feet in an instant. “Good heavens” was all she had time to say.

“Mama,” Laura Beth bellowed and flung herself against Lily’s legs. Theo and Sam took up protective positions on either side.

“Are you all right?” asked Theo, his eyes scanning her face.

Lily laughed; she couldn’t help it. “I’m perfectly all right. Now, what is the matter?” She saw an older woman standing in the doorway, consternation obvious on her face, and said quickly, “Mrs. Allgood? I’m sorry, but the children, well, they don’t like to leave me alone with strangers—that is, with strange men, and—”

“That,” Knight said, cutting her off, “is perhaps understandable.” Did the very young persons believe him a ravening beast? He considered the looks of the Widow Winthrop and found himself in general agreement with their protectiveness. “You may leave us now for the moment,” he said, and Mrs. All-good withdrew, Duckett just behind her.

Lily drew a breath, placed her hand lightly on Theo’s arm, and said to Knight, “This is Theo, Tris’s oldest child.”

The thin boy was staring at him with the most assessing look imaginable. “Sir,” he said, his young voice clipped, “forgive our impetuosity. We don’t like to leave our mother alone with strangers.”

“Theo,” Knight said, “I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t either.”

Lily quickly said, “And this is Sam. Sam, this is Viscount Castlerosse, your cousin.”

“Sir,” Sam said, his voice not at all balanced toward the civil end of the scale. It was as aggressive and pugnacious as his small chin, which was stuck forward. The compact little body was tensed, ready for a fight.

“Hello, Sam,” said Knight easily. He looked down at the little girl, who was sucking her thumb and clutching a doll to her chest. She was pressed tightly against one of her mother’s legs.

“And this is Laura Beth. She’s just a bit clingy now. It has been a long trip and we weren’t certain just how you would, well, that is, we weren’t altogether sure that your temper would—” Lily’s voice dropped off. She couldn’t seem to phrase a proper sentiment or make a logical explanation.

“Believe me,” Knight said, “I do understand. Hello, Laura Beth.”

Laura Beth turned to face the tall man. “You’re not very old,” she said, staring at him with unblinking eyes.

“Laura Beth,” Theo said. “Mind your manners.”

“Theo, that, I believe, should be taken as a compliment.” Knight saw Sam shoot a quick glance at his brother. Neither of them looked like Tris. But side by side, their features together—the resemblance to his cousin was striking.

“Together, standing there, they remind me so much of their father,” he said.

Lily turned to Theo. Laura Beth kept her hold, and as a result, pulled Lily’s dress tightly against her thigh and hip. Knight swallowed. This was absurd, for God’s sake. Here he was, experiencing old-fashioned lust for a woman who was the mother of three children. No, he thought, that was impossible. She was much too young. He shook his head, listening to her voice. With the children, it was soft and filled with sweetness.

“—so, Theo, if you and Sam will help Laura Beth into bed. Are you still hungry? No? Well, then, let me call the nice Mrs. Allgood and—”

Sam said in a loud whisper, “We don’t want to leave you alone with him, Mama. Laura Beth’s right. He’s not old at all, not even close to Ugly Arnold and look what he did—”

“Tried to do,” Lily said firmly, wanting to strangle her two overly vocal protectors. “That is quite enough.” She couldn’t recall the last time she’d been so embarrassed. She opened her mouth to apologize, to say something—anything—but the viscount interrupted her smoothly.

“I swear upon my honor as a gentleman and your cousin that I shan’t behave inappropriately with your mother. Please go with Mrs. Allgood. Your mother will follow you shortly.” He paused, then gave Lily a faint smile. “I would let her be with you now, but, you see, I haven’t the faintest idea what’s going on. It’s not that I believe any of you are dangerous footpads or villains bent upon robbing me, but you certainly can understand my caution.”

“So,” Lily continued, “it is only fair that I explain things to the viscount. Theo, please. Laura Beth, let me go now. Sam, you would like a biscuit, wouldn’t you?”

“He’s right,” Theo said. “We could be villains for all our cousin knows. We’ll go with the woman—”

“But,” Sam interrupted, his small fists on his hips, “we will look at the clock. Mama mustn’t be too long.”

“I shall keep her no longer than I must to ensure that she isn’t one of Napoleon’s remainder spies.”

“All right,” said Sam, a trace of approval showing through in his tone.

Mrs. Allgood was duly fetched. Laura Beth was pried loose and was convinced to accompany her. Laura Beth put her hand into the older woman’s and smiled up at her. “Sam and I would like a biscuit.”

“Cuthbert makes an excellent raspberry biscuit,” Mrs. Allgood said.

Lily stood silently for a moment, looking at the closed library door. She heard the viscount say from behind her, “She’ll take good care of them. Don’t worry. And don’t worry further that I will try to ravish you. It really isn’t my style, you know. Come and sit down again. I will ask Duckett to bring tea, raspberry biscuits, and other edibles.”

Lily did as she was bidden. She was so weary, most of it from sheer nerves at their possible reception by Tristan’s cousin, that she slid into the plumply cushioned chair with a sigh of deep pleasure.

When Knight returned from giving Duckett orders, he saw that she was almost asleep. He approached quietly and said in a soft voice, “If you should like to take to your bed now, we can speak in the morning.”

“Oh, no. That is, you are too kind, but you must realize why we are here and wonder at it and—”

“Perhaps, but we are certain to straighten everything out sooner or later. Ah, Duckett, here you are. I suppose you had everything ready and waiting. Certainly you did. Just wheel the tray in front of Mrs. Winthrop. Yes, that will be all.”

Duckett, loath to leave, fiddled a moment with a tray lid, then, at the low snort from the viscount, finally sidled out of the library.

“I’m not certain whether or not I’ve been approved,” said Lily, looking after him.

“The consequences of having servants who knew you in short coats, I fear. Don’t worry about Duckett. Now, Mrs. Winthrop—that sounds odd, you know, since I also am a Winthrop. I’m Knight Winthrop.” He gave her a bow.

Lily blinked and rose, giving him a curtsy. “I am Lily Winthrop, Tris’s widow, my lord. I am sorry to tell you, but he died last month in Brussels.”

“I’m very sorry. How did he die? Was it a long illness?”

Lily looked away, but not before Knight saw the pain in her fine eyes. “No, he was killed, murdered. By footpads, so the watch told me. They weren’t caught, at least not before the children and I left Brussels.”

“Where have you been? It is nearing the end of October now. I’m sorry, please sit down, Mrs. Winthrop.”

Lily gave him an utterly charming crooked smile, then cut it off as quickly and effectively as if shutting off a spigot of water. “To Tris’s sister in Yorkshire.”

“Good grief. I’d forgotten all about the Damsons. That is their name, is it not?”

She nodded, saying nothing.

Knight paused, gazing down at her. Firelight made her hair look like soft honey. He swallowed. Dammit, he didn’t even like honey. “I gather we are speaking of Ugly Arnold?”

“Yes, he is Gertrude’s husband. Theirs is not a happy household. We left four days ago.” Lily hadn’t been certain if Gertrude would feel it her duty to demand custody of the children, so they had sneaked out at dawn.

“That is a long trip. You came by stage, didn’t you?”

“Of course.”

“You can’t be Sam or Theo’s mother. You’re too young. In fact, even Laura Beth—”

“Laura Beth is my child. She’s four years old. Theo and Sam are my stepsons. Tris’s first wife died some six years ago.” Even that was a lie. She had died birthing Laura Beth four years before.

Knight said thoughtfully, more to himself than to her, “You even seem too young to be the mother of a four-year-old child.”

Lily drew herself up. She had to be certain he was convinced now. “I am twenty-three,” she said, and the look in her eyes made him back down.

He pulled a chair across from hers and seated himself. “Please, drink some tea. Cuthbert’s sandwiches aren’t to be despised either. Why did you leave the Damsons?”

He knew the answer, of course; just looking at her, a man could completely lose his head, his perspective, his honor, and any other positive virtue he ever possessed. He wasn’t certain why he was asking.

“We weren’t happy there, nor were we particularly welcome. And yes, there was Ugly Arnold, as the children called him. You see, Tris had told me months ago that if anything ever happened to him we were to go to the Damsons, and if they didn’t suit us, well, then to you, his cousin.” She looked him straight in the eye. “We’re here because we have no place else to go. I can take care of myself, don’t mistake my request, my lord. But I can’t take care of the children. They are wonderful and deserve far more than I could ever provide them.”

“Tristan left you penniless?” It was straight speaking, but he knew now that it was what the Widow Winthrop wanted.

“Yes, very nearly. After I saw to his funeral arrangements and sold off what I could, we were left with only forty pounds.” She paused a moment and he saw her fingers nervously pleating the wool of her gown. Knight looked at the teapot. He said easily, “Will you pour?”

“Of course,” said Lily, delighted to have something to do.

He watched her, admiring her gracefulness, and knew she was a lady, a lady bred bone-deep, a lady regardless of her lack of funds and alternatives at this point in time.

“I like only a spot of milk.”

Her hands were shaking slightly and he felt a spurt of guilt. She was doubtless very tired, worried, frightened even that he would turn her and the children out into the street.

He said quickly, his voice deep and calm, “I will see to everything. Please don’t concern yourself further. You should eat; then Mrs. Allgood will show you to your bedchamber. You and the children are perfectly safe with me. I’m not an Ugly Arnold, I swear it. I will take care of you.” The instant the words were out of his mouth, he was appalled. What the devil had he promised?

Lily looked at him and said faintly, “Thank you, my lord.”

He handed her a plate of cucumber sandwiches. “Here, Cuthbert does quite well with these. You’re welcome. Tristan was my favorite cousin, even though we hadn’t seen each other in over five years. I am sorry he died.”

There came a knock on the door. “Yes?” Knight called.

Mrs. Allgood, looking on the edge of consternation, poked her head into the room. She was obviously laboring under considerable distress. “Forgive me for disturbing you, my lord, and you, Mrs. Winthrop, but your little girl is crying for you. She’s afraid. It is a strange and new house for her.”

Lily was on her feet in an instant. “Excuse me, my lord.”

She walked quickly toward the door, seemed to remember herself, and turned. “Thank you. I think I shall see to the children, then go to bed. Tomorrow, my lord.”

Knight had no time to rise before she was gone, Mrs. Allgood hurrying behind her. The door closed. He turned to look into the fireplace. The flames were sluggish now. He hoped she’d gotten warm enough. It was a chilly night, and the damp penetrated to one’s very bones. He saw his copy of Candide on the seat of his leather chair. He frowned at it. What was it he’d been thinking? Oh, yes, that his life was perfect, that he was content, that he wouldn’t change a thing.

Now, though, there were three children in his house and one very beautiful, very young widow.

He shook his head. Even if she’d been dowdy, he wouldn’t have hesitated to assist her. Lily. It was a lovely name. Her eyes were a pale gray, he thought, but wasn’t certain. Perhaps blue, rather. He would have to check in the morning.

Three children.

Now, that was something else. He knew nothing about children. He did know, however, that one didn’t separate a mother from her offspring. He was struck again by the resemblance of the two boys’ combined features to their father. Oh, damnation, Tris. Why, damn you? Why couldn’t you have been more careful?

What if he hadn’t been home when she and the children arrived? Surely Duckett would have admitted them. Then Knight remembered the several times he’d jested about children, Duckett within hearing.



Upstairs in a lovely guest bedchamber Lily was met by a sobbing Laura Beth, Theo and Sam hovering over their sister, looking about helplessly.

Mrs. Allgood made clucking noises. Lily said sincerely, “Thank you, Mrs. Allgood. I will see to them now. They will sleep in here with me. It’s no trouble at all.”

Mrs. Allgood didn’t know what to do. Once Winthrop House had boasted a nursery on the third floor, but it had long ago been transformed into servants’ quarters. There hadn’t been children here in more years than she could count. Where to put the boys?

Lily knew her problem. “Perhaps there are two adjoining bedchambers? Tomorrow, if his lordship agrees, we can move into those. But for tonight, the boys can bundle up on the floor.”

Mrs. Allgood was routed. She hurried off to have blankets fetched.

The moment the door had closed behind her, Laura Beth stopped crying. She gave Lily a self-satisfied grin.

“I thought something wasn’t quite right with your dramatic squalling,” Lily said, hands on hips. “Now—”

“It was an act,” Theo said. “We wanted to make certain you were all right. Our cousin seemed to be a gentleman, but we couldn’t be certain. You were alone with him, after all, and you know what happens when you’re alone with men—”

Sam piped in, “He could have locked the door and thrown the key into the fireplace, then he—”

Lily held up her hand. “No, he was a perfect gentleman. Come along, all of you. Let’s snuggle on the bed until Mrs. Allgood returns with the bedding.”

“It was playacting,” Laura Beth said, taking her place curled against Lily’s breast. Theo and Sam sat with their legs crossed at the end of the bed.

“Well, you quite impressed me. Poor Mrs. Allgood, I believe she thought she’d damaged your sensibilities. It’s a beautiful room,” Lily continued, looking about for the first time at the soft blending of pale blues and creams. The bed was on a dais and covered with a wool counterpane of darker blue. The Aubusson carpet was cream-colored, the draperies a light blue.

“It’s a girl’s room,” said Sam with a snort of disgust. “Soft and blurry.”

Lily was too tired to do anything but smile. Where did they get their energy? She felt Laura Beth’s hand fall and the small body go limp against her. One down, she thought, smothering a yawn.

“At least her thumb is out of her mouth,” said Theo. “Sam’s right, this is a girl’s room.”

“Yeck,” said Sam.

“You’re certain he will be honorable, Mama?” said Theo.

Lily took his hand and squeezed it. He and Sam had made a great game of calling her “Mama” at every opportunity upon their abrupt departure from Damson Farm. Now it seemed utterly natural. “Yes, I believe so. He was surprised, needless to say, for we did appear suddenly upon his doorstep. But he behaved with perfect propriety and courtesy. Ah, here is the bedding for you two.”

As gently as she could, Lily lifted Laura Beth from her lap and covered her with a blanket. She thanked Mrs. Allgood, dismissal implicit in her tone. She and the boys spread the bedding upon the sinfully thick carpet. “You can undress after I douse the candles,” she said and gave each of them a hug and a kiss. Not a clinging hug, and the lightest of pecks. They were boys, after all.

Within thirty minutes, Lily and her family were soundly asleep. Knight, still downstairs in the library, was staring at Mrs. Allgood. “What did you say?”

“I said, my lord, that all of them are in the same bedchamber. I took up more bedding for the boys.”

“That is absurd. Have them moved immediately. The young woman is exhausted and needs her rest. Four people in one room, well—”

“It is what the lady wanted, my lord,” said Mrs. Allgood firmly. She remembered the viscount from the age of three. His tone was nearing the same pitch. “We can straighten things out in the morning. Good night, my lord. If there is nothing else—”

“No, no, go to bed, Mrs. Allgood.”

“I gather the lady and children will be remaining for a while?”

“I suppose so,” Knight said. “Do you know anything about children, Mrs. Allgood?”

“Certainly, my lord. It’s been a long time since my Gladys was a child, but she has two babies now and I see them every week.”

Knight had no idea that Mrs. Allgood was a grandmother. He felt suddenly oddly disconnected. She’d been with him forever. He’d never before realized that she was a person outside his household as well as inside. “I see,” was all he said.

“In the morning, Mr. Duckett and I will move them into adjoining bedchambers. There is nothing to concern yourself over.”

She was letting him know, in the kindest way possible, that he should mind his own business. He was forced to smile. “All right. Tell Duckett he can have the food removed. Mrs. Winthrop didn’t have much of a chance to eat.”

“I shall. Good night, my lord.”
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