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Chapter 1

A man’s pride needs careful handling.

—Venus’s Love Notes

 


 



Miss Eleanor Bowman stood in the Duchess of Love’s pink guest bedroom and stared at the scrap of red silk spilling out of her valise, her heart stuttering in horror. That wasn’t—

Her brows snapped down. Of course it wasn’t. She was letting her imagination run away with her. The red fabric was merely her Norwich shawl. She distinctly remembered packing it, as she did every year. It was far too fine to wear to darn socks or mind her sisters’ children, but it was just the thing for the duchess’s annual Valentine party. It was her one nod to fashion, the small bit of elegance she still allowed herself.

She snatched the red silk up again, shook it out—and dropped it as if it were a poisonous snake.

Damn it, it wasn’t her shawl. It was those cursed red drawers.

She closed her eyes as the familiar wave of self-loathing crashed over her. She’d made these and a matching red dress to wear to Lord Edward’s betrothal ball five years ago, desperately hoping Ned would see her—really see her—and realize it was she he wanted to marry, not her best friend, Cicely Headley. But Mama had seen her first, when she’d come downstairs to get into the carriage, and had sent her straight back to her room.

She glared down at the red cloth. Thank God Mama had stopped her. If she’d gone to the ball in that dreadful dress, everyone would know she wasn’t any better than a Jezebel.

It was no surprise Ned had chosen Cicely. She’d been everything Ellie wasn’t: small, blonde, blue-eyed—beautiful—with a gentle disposition. And then when Cicely and the baby had died in childbirth ...

Ellie squeezed her eyes shut again, the mingle-mangle of shame and yearning twisting her gut. She’d mourned with everyone else—sincerely mourned—but she’d also hoped that Ned would turn to her and their friendship would grow into something more.

It hadn’t.

She snapped her eyes open. Poor Cicely had died four years ago; if Ned were ever going to propose he would have done so by now. She’d faced that fact squarely when she’d turned twenty-six last month. It was time to move on. She wanted babies, and dreams of Ned wouldn’t give her those.

She picked up the drawers. She’d dispose of this ridiculous reminder of—

“Ah, here you are, Ellie.”

“Ack!” She jumped and spun around. Ned’s mother, the Duchess of Love—or, more properly, the Duchess of Greycliffe—stood in the doorway, looking at her with warm brown eyes so like Ned’s.

“Oh, dear, I’m sorry.” Her grace’s smile collapsed into a frown. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Ellie took a deep breath and hoped the duchess couldn’t see her heart banging around in her chest. “You didn’t s-startle me.” If she looked calm, she’d be calm. She’d been practicing that trick ever since her red silk disgrace.

And what was there to be anxious about after all? The duchess’s house parties were always pleasant.

Ha! They were torture.

“I was going to look for you later.” Ellie tried to smile.

“Then I’ve saved you the trouble.” The duchess had an impish gleam in her eye. “I thought we might have a comfortable coze before everyone else arrives.”

Ellie’s stomach clenched, and all her carefully cultivated calm evaporated. There was no such thing as a “comfortable coze” with the Duchess of Love. “That would be, ah”—deep breath—“lovely.”

“Splendid! Come have a seat and I’ll ring for tea.” Her grace grasped the tasseled bell-pull and paused, her gaze dropping to Ellie’s hands. “But what have you there?”

“W-what?” Ellie glanced down. Oh, blast. “Nothing.” She dropped the embarrassing silk undergarment on the night table; it promptly slithered to the floor. Good, it would be less noticeable there. “I was unpacking when you came in.”

The duchess frowned again. “Should I come back later then?”

“No, of course not.” There was no point in putting this interview off. The sooner she knew the woman’s plans, the sooner she could plan evasive—

She clenched her teeth. No, not this year.

“You’re certain?”

“Yes.” Ellie moved away from the incriminating red fabric.

“Excellent.” Her grace tugged on the bell-pull and sat in the pink upholstered chair, her back to the puddle of silk. “I told Mrs. Dalton to have Cook send up some of her special macaroons. It will be a while until dinner, and we need to keep up our strength, don’t we?”

“I’m afraid I’m not hungry.” Ellie would almost rather dance on the castle’s parapets naked—or wearing only those damn red drawers—than put anything in her mouth at the moment. She perched on a chair across from Ned’s mother.

“Oh.” The duchess’s face fell.

“But, please, don’t let me keep you from having something.” It was a wonder the woman stayed so slim; she had a prodigious sweet tooth.

Her grace smiled hopefully. “Perhaps you’ll feel hungrier when you see Cook’s macaroons.”

“Perhaps.” And perhaps pigs would fly. Ellie cleared her throat. “You had something of a particular nature you wished to discuss, your grace?”

“Yes.”

Damn.

No, good. Very good. Excellent.

The ton hadn’t christened Ned’s mother the Duchess of Love for nothing; she’d been matchmaking for as long as Ellie could remember, usually with great success. Ellie was one of her few failures, but this year would be different. This year Ellie was determined to cooperate.

“I was chatting with your mama the other day,” the duchess was saying, her eyes rather too direct. “She’s quite concerned about your future, you know.”

Ellie shifted on her chair. Of course she knew—Mama never missed an opportunity to remind her that her future looked very bleak indeed. She’d been going on and on about it while Ellie packed, telling her how, if she allowed herself to dwindle into an old maid, she’d be forced to rely on the charity of her younger sisters, forever shuttled between their homes, always an aunt, never a mother.

Perhaps that’s why she’d brought those damn drawers instead of her shawl; she’d been so distracted, she could probably have packed the chamber pot and not noticed. “I believe Mama likes to worry.”

The duchess laughed. “Well, that’s what mothers do—worry—as I’m sure you’ll learn yourself someday.”

“Ah.” Ellie swallowed.

Her grace leaned forward to touch her knee. “You do want to be a mother, don’t you?”

Ellie swallowed again. “Y-yes.” She wanted children so badly she was giving up her dream of Ned—her ridiculous, pointless, foolish dream. “Of course. Eventually.”

The duchess gave her a pointed look. “My dear, you are twenty-six years old. Eventually is now.”

Ellie pressed her lips together. Very true. Hadn’t she just reached the same conclusion?

“And to be a mother, you must first be a wife.” Her grace sat back. “To be a wife, you need to attach some gentleman’s—some eligible gentleman’s—regard. I believe you spent a little too much time with Ash last year. That will never do.”

“I like Ash.” The Marquis of Ashton, the duchess’s oldest son, was intelligent and witty ... and safe.

“Of course you like Ash, dear, but I must tell you more than one person remarked to me how often you were in his company.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Only that you appeared to be ignoring all the other gentlemen.”

She’d been trying so hard to ignore Ned—to hide how much she longed for him—that she hadn’t noticed the other gentlemen. “Certainly you aren’t insinuating ... no one thought ...” She shook her head. “Ash is married.”

The duchess sighed. “Yes, he is, at least according to church and state.”

“And according to his heart.” Ellie met the duchess’s gaze directly. “You mustn’t think he encouraged any kind of impropriety. He still loves Jess; I’m sure they’ll reconcile.”

The duchess grunted. “I hope I live to see it. But in any event, I don’t believe anyone truly thought there was something of a romantic nature between you—”

“I should hope not!”

“However people are so small-minded, you know, and they love to gossip, especially about Ash’s awkward situation.”

“I know.” Ellie hated how the marriageable girls and their mamas clearly hoped Jess would magically vanish and thus cease to be an impediment to Ash’s remarriage. Some had actually said they doubted Jess existed. “It makes me so angry.”

Her grace waved Ellie’s anger away. “Yes, well, Ash can take care of himself. What really matters is the fact you were ignoring the other gentlemen, Ellie. It quite discourages the poor dears.”

Ellie snorted.

Her grace gave her a speaking look. “I assure you most men ... well, I wouldn’t call them timid, precisely, but they hate to be rejected. If you wish a gentleman to court you, you must give him some encouragement—a smile, a look, something to let him know you would welcome his attentions. You cannot be forever scowling and dodging.”

“I don’t scowl or dodge.”

The duchess’s brows rose. “No? What about Mr. Bridgeton last year? I was certain you two would be extremely compatible and made every effort to throw you together, but whenever I looked to see how things were progressing, you were chatting with Ash, and Mr. Bridgeton was crying on Miss Albert’s shoulder.”

Which one had been Mr. Bridgeton? The sandy-haired man with the receding chin or the tall, thin fellow with the enormous Adam’s apple? “There was no one crying on anyone’s shoulder.”

“Figuratively speaking, of course.” The duchess shrugged. “I confess Miss Albert was my other choice for him. I do usually have more than one match up my sleeve, you know, since I’ve found young people can be somewhat unpredictable.” She smiled rather blandly. “They married last summer, by the by, and are expecting an interesting event this spring.”

Ellie felt a momentary twinge of envy. Mr. Bridgeton—she was almost certain he was the sandy-haired one—had been pleasant. His only fault was he hadn’t been Ned.

Well, whomever she ultimately married wouldn’t be Ned, either. “Whom have you invited ... I mean, have you invited any gentlemen that I might ... er, men who might ...” Oh, blast, her face felt as if it was as red as those damn silk drawers. “You know.”

Her grace beamed at her. “Of course I’ve invited some gentlemen who might be suitable matches for you.”

Ellie willed herself to keep smiling. It would get easier with time ... it had to. She cleared her throat. Her mouth was infernally dry. “Who?”

The duchess leaned forward. “First, there’s Mr. Humphrey. He’s a little younger than you and very, ah ... earnest. He’s just inherited a small estate from his great aunt; rumor has it he wishes to start his nursery immediately.”

“Ah.” Mr. Humphrey sounded terribly dull ... but dullness was fine. She wanted babies, not conversation. And he apparently wanted babies, too. Excellent.

“And then there’s Mr. Cox. He’s one of the Earl of Bollant’s brood, the fourth—or perhaps the fifth—son. He’s very popular with the ladies and a trifle wild, but he’s shown some signs of being ready to settle down. He’s to go into the church, so you could be very helpful to him, your papa being a vicar.”

“I see.” Taking charge of some silly sprig of the nobility was not especially appealing, but the man did have a number of brothers. With luck he would be equally skilled at procreating, though it would be nice to have a daughter or two as well.

The duchess was smiling at her, a rather expectant look on her face. Did she want her to pick one right now?

“I ... er, they both sound very ... pleasant, but ...” Remember, she wanted children. “Well, I suppose I will have to meet them.”

“Yes, indeed.” The duchess glanced at the door. “Ah, here is Thomas with the tea tray.”

One of the footmen came in, a large ginger cat, tail high in the air, strolling along behind him.

“Reggie!” Ned’s mother bent to scratch her pet’s ears. “Did you come for a treat?”

Reggie meowed and butted his head against her hand.

“Cook sent up Sir Reginald’s dish, your grace,” Thomas said, putting down the tray.

“Excellent. Please give Cook my thanks.”

“Very good, your grace.” Thomas bowed and retreated while the duchess poured Reggie a generous saucer of cream and put the dish on the floor.

Ellie kept one eye on the cat, lapping delicately, as she prepared the tea. Reggie looked harmless, but he’d caused quite a commotion last year, stealing feathers and other items from the ladies—and at least one of the gentlemen—and hiding them under Ned’s bed. He’d even snatched the stuffed pheasant from Lady Perford’s favorite hat. Lady Perford had not been pleased.

“Has Reggie given up his thieving ways, your grace?”

“I don’t know, as he hasn’t had another opportunity to misbehave.” She snorted. “As you well know, Greycliffe hates having any of the ton underfoot and grumbles from the moment they arrive until the last one departs.”

It was true the duke rarely looked happy during the Valentine house parties. “How does his grace bear your London balls?” Ellie asked, handing the duchess a cup of tea. She used to read the London gossip columns, but as she only ever saw Jack, the youngest of the Valentine brothers, mentioned, she no longer bothered.

“With as much patience as he can muster which is not very much, but since people expect dukes to be annoyingly haughty, it just adds to his consequence.” Her eyes twinkled as she sipped her tea. “And it makes people toady him all the more which infuriates him further. No, once a month for four months a Season is the very limit of what he can tolerate. And a ball is only one evening. This ...” She shook her head and sighed. “But it is my birthday as well as the boys’, and he knows how important it is to me, so he grits his teeth and endures. You can imagine how much he’s hoping Ned will remarry and Jack will wed soon so I have no more need to have these gatherings.”

“Ah.” Ellie forced a smile. “Yes.” She knew the main point of the damn party was to find Ned—and Jack, of course—a suitable wife. “I can see that.”

The duchess glanced down at Reggie who was now cleaning his paws. “Greycliffe is actually hoping Reggie pilfers things again. He thought it made the gathering much more interesting.”

Interesting was one way to describe the screaming and tears Lady Perford had treated them to upon finding her mangled pheasant.

Ellie took a sustaining sip of tea. She might as well know everything now; it would make it easier to appear composed in company. “And whom have you invited for Jack”—she swallowed—“and N-Ned?”

Damn, her voice cracked. Perhaps the duchess hadn’t noticed.

And perhaps Reggie would leap upon the tea table and sing an aria.

At least Ned’s mother didn’t comment beyond a raised eyebrow. “I’d originally had Miss Prudence Merriweather in mind for Jack,” she said, “however the girl eloped with Mr. Bamford three weeks ago. Quite a shock to everyone, but of course I must take it as a blessing. She clearly would not have done for Jack if she was in love with another man.”

Her grace sent her a significant, if obscure, look. Ellie took another sip of tea.

“I had to scramble a bit,” her grace continued somewhat dryly, “but I found Miss Isabelle Wharton to take her place. I’ve never actually met the girl, you understand, but my friend Lady Altman says she is quite striking. I imagine Jack would appreciate a lovely bride.” She shrugged slightly. “And if the match comes to nothing, well, Jack is only your age. He has plenty of time.”

“Yes.” Twenty-six was young for a man; it was firmly on the shelf for a woman.

“And as for Ned”—her grace shot Ellie another indecipherable look—“I invited Lady Juliet Ramsbottom, the Duke of Extley’s youngest daughter, with him in mind.”

A vise clamped around Ellie’s heart. Stupid. A duke’s daughter was an excellent choice for a duke’s son. She nodded and took a larger swallow of tea. If only there was some brandy at hand to flavor it.

“Frankly, I hope to see you and Ned married this summer.”

Ellie choked—and made the unpleasant discovery that it was possible to snort tea out one’s nose.

“Oh, dear.” The duchess leapt up and slapped her on the back. “Are you all right?”

Ellie, gasping, fished her handkerchief out of her pocket and waved her hand, trying to get the duchess to stop pounding on her. She would be fine if she could just catch her breath.

Of course Ned’s mother hadn’t meant she hoped to see Ellie married to Ned, only that she hoped both their nuptials would happen this summer.

The duchess pounded harder.

“Please,” Ellie gasped, “don’t—”

Through watery eyes, she watched Reggie abandon his ablutions and head toward ...

“Ah, ah, ah.”

“What are you trying to say, dear?” The duchess paused in her pummeling. If she happened to glance in the direction Ellie’s horrified eyes were staring, she’d see Reggie sniffing a pair of red silk drawers.

Ellie sprang to her feet. Panic miraculously cleared her throat. “I’m fine,” she croaked. “Wonderful. Fit as a fiddle.” She glanced over her shoulder. Now Reggie was batting at the drawers with one paw.

She shifted her position to block the duchess’s view.

“I shouldn’t tease you, I know,” her grace said. Her eyes dimmed and she sighed, shoulders drooping. She suddenly looked every one of her fifty years. “I’ve certainly learned harping on a subject doesn’t get results. If it did, my boys would all be happily married.”

“I’m sure they will be, your grace.” Ellie impulsively laid her hand on the duchess’s arm. She hated to see her so blue-deviled. “Just give them time.”

“Time.” The duchess bit her lip as if she’d like to say more on that head. She let out a short, sharp breath and shrugged, smiling a little. “It’s only ... well, I’m so happy with the duke. Is it wrong to want that happiness for my sons?”

“Of course not, your grace, but your situation is rather extraordinary.” The duke and duchess had fallen in love at first sight when they were both very young. Even more unusual, they’d been happily married for over thirty years and, by all accounts, completely faithful to each other. There was probably not another couple like them in all the English nobility.

Ellie glanced at Reggie again. Damn it. Now the drawers were over his head. If he got caught in them ...

“I know,” her grace said. “When I look around the ton, I see so many unpleasant unions.” She shook her head. “Well, just consider Ash and Jess. They’ve been separated for eight years now.”

Ellie wrenched her gaze away from Reggie’s activities. “I’m certain they will reconcile eventually.”

“But when?” The duchess’s voice was tight with frustration. “Ash will be the duke; the duchy needs an heir, and neither he nor Jess is getting any younger.” She frowned. “And I want a grandchild or two before I’m completely in my dotage.”

Damnation. Reggie was now coming their way, the silk drawers in his mouth. Ellie took the duchess’s arm and started to walk toward the door with her.

“Ash—and Ned and Jack—can manage their own lives, your grace. You must know you’ve raised them well.”

The duchess sighed. “And there’s nothing I can do about it anyway, is there?” She paused and glanced around. “Where has Reggie got to?”

“Likely he finished his cream and left,” Ellie said. The blasted cat had just passed behind the duchess’s skirts and out the door. Where the hell was he going? Certainly not ... last year he had ... but he wouldn’t this year, would he? “Has Ned”—Ellie caught herself—“and Jack arrived yet?”

“Oh, no. I don’t expect them for a while.”

Ellie almost collapsed with relief. If Reggie was taking her undergarment to Ned’s room, she’d have time to get it back before anyone—especially Ned—found it. “I hope they reach the castle before the storm. Mrs. Dalton was just saying her rheumatism is acting up.”

“Oh, dear. Mrs. Dalton’s rheumatism never lies.” The duchess stopped on the threshold and smiled, her good spirits returning. “Just think! You young people can go on sleigh rides.”

“I’m hardly young.” At the moment she just wanted to chase down one misbehaving cat.

“Oh, don’t be such a wet rag; you’ll freeze stiff in this weather.” The duchess laughed. “You can make snow angels, and I’m sure the men will get into a snowball battle.”

“Everyone will be cold and wet.” Ellie did not want to play in the snow. Such activities were for children.

“And there are ever so many games and things we can do inside.” Her grace clapped her hands. “You know, I have the greatest hope this will be a wonderful party.”

“Er, yes.” Just wonderful, though perhaps snow would be better than rain or general February dreariness.

The duchess patted her arm. “And I have great hopes for you as well, dear.” She stepped into the corridor. “I’ll expect you downstairs in the blue drawing room before dinner. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

Ellie watched the duchess walk down the passage—and the moment she turned the corner, she bolted for Ned’s room.




Chapter 2

A little dissembling is a good thing.

—Venus’s Love Notes

 


 



Damn, he was tired, and the blasted house party hadn’t even started. Lord Edward Valentine dropped his portmanteau in the entry to Greycliffe Castle and removed his hat.

“Did you have a pleasant trip, my lord?” Dalton, the butler, asked as he shut the front door.

“Tolerable. It looks like snow.” And he was getting a headache. He unwound his muffler.

“That’s what Mrs. Dalton said this morning, my lord, when she woke with her rheumatism bothering her something fierce. Mark my words, she says, we are going to have a storm. I just hope all the guests arrive before the roads get bad.”

“Er, yes. I do hope Mrs. Dalton is feeling more the thing.” Ned pulled off his gloves. He’d be delighted if a blizzard kept everyone away.

Why Mama needed to turn their birthday into such a bloody event was beyond him. Wasn’t it enough of a curse that the Valentines had all been born on Valentine’s Day? And while Mama couldn’t do much about her given name—her papa, a man of the cloth, no less, had saddled her with Venus—she didn’t have to embrace the ton’s ridiculous nickname for her. But no, the Duchess of Love she was, hostess of monthly Love Balls during the Season and author of a damn scandal sheet, Venus’s Love Notes. The family was a blasted joke, dredged up whenever things got dull in the gentlemen’s clubs.

There was a reason he rarely went to Town.

“Oh, never fear, my lord,” Dalton said in a disgustingly cheerful tone. “A twinge of rheumatism and a threat of snow aren’t enough to keep my Mrs. Dalton down. No, indeed. She was up with the larks, bustling about and seeing that all is in readiness.”

Damn it all, Ned’s head was beginning to pound in earnest. He’d go upstairs directly and take some of the powders his man, Breen, had packed before he’d rushed off to attend his ailing mother in Bath.

“Ned!”

Oh, God, speaking of mothers ... He looked up to see his mama at the top of the stairs, her smile almost blinding. She would want to talk. He did not feel like chatting when he had a headache coming on. “Hallo, Mama.”

She hurried down the steps and threw her arms around him so enthusiastically he was forced to take a step back to save his balance. “Ned! I’m so glad you got here safely.”

He returned her hug, not that he had any choice. Did she have to be so blasted demonstrative? “Of course I got here safely. Linden Hall is not so far away.”

“No, but I am sure it is going to snow, and the roads will be treacherous.” She studied his face. “It is so good to see you.”

“You just saw me at Twelfth Night.” He shrugged out of his coat and handed it to Dalton. “Less than a month ago. I’ve not changed.”

She continued to examine him, a small frown forming between her brows. He forced himself not to look away. Was she searching for the boy he’d been? She must know that part of him had died with Cicely.

“You need to smile more,” she said at last, linking her arm through his.

He grunted. He’d nothing to smile about.

“Will you have one of the footmen bring Lord Edward’s things up to his room, Mr. Dalton?” Mama asked.

“Of course, your grace.”

“Mama ...” Ned stopped Dalton with a look. He’d prefer to take his things up himself.

“I’d offer you tea”—Mama started to lead him away from the entry—“but I’m sure you’d rather have brandy.”

“Mama ...” The ache had spread across his forehead. Brandy was not what he needed at the moment.

“Your father’s out visiting tenants—some problem with a drainage ditch, I believe. Ash would have gone, but Greycliffe insisted he needed to attend to the matter himself.” Mama snorted. “He wanted to avoid the guests as long as possible, of course. They should be arriving shortly, especially if the weather is turning bad. The only person here so far is Ellie Bowman, though being a neighbor and almost family, she hardly counts.” Mama smiled broadly as if something amused her. “Ash is hiding in his study.”

“Mama.” Ned dug in his heels. “Thank you, but I wish to go up to my room now.”

She stopped and looked at him again. Her expression of mild annoyance turned quickly to concern. “Oh, you have one of your headaches, don’t you?”

Zeus, he hated to be fussed over. “I’m sure I’ll be better shortly.” He held out his hand for his portmanteau, and Dalton gave it to him. The butler had better sense than to argue with him.

Mama patted his arm. “Then you must go to your room to rest”—did a vaguely cunning look flit over her features?—“immediately.”

Devil take it, what plot did she have afoot now?

“If Sir Reginald’s there,” Mama said, almost pushing him toward the stairs, “just shoo him out.”

“Reggie? Why would he—oh, don’t tell me he’s up to his old tricks again. But you said the guests hadn’t arrived yet.” Ned frowned. “Has he started taking things from the servants?”

Mama shrugged. “I have no idea what Reggie’s about. He may not even be in your room, though you are his favorite. I just thought I saw him—from the corner of my eye, you understand—head in that direction when I was upstairs a moment ago. Now go on.” She made a little motion with her hands as if she were shooing him.

Wonderful. He was loved by a thieving cat. “If I find any purloined items, I’ll bring them to you. And from now on I intend to keep my door firmly closed.”

“You know that won’t keep Sir Reginald out.”

That was unfortunately all too true. Closed doors, closed drawers, closed cabinets—if Reggie wanted something, he was going to get it. “I think the servants help him.”

“Oh, ye of little faith.” Mama patted his arm again. “Go rest and we’ll see you in the blue drawing room before dinner. If you feel better sooner, I’m sure Ash would welcome you in his study.”

“When does Jack get in?”

“Who knows?” Mama sighed. “Jack will come when he feels like it, though I do hope he arrives before the snow.”

“I’m sure he will. Jack may be careless, but he’s not stupid.” He hoped.

Ned started up the stairs. He could hardly wait to get to the solitude of his room. If only he could spend the entire house party there ...

But he couldn’t. He’d vowed this year not to let anger and pain rule him any longer. Cicely and the baby had been gone four years. It was time to cooperate with Mama and find a new wife.

He paused on the steps, waiting for the familiar sense of loss to steal his breath.

It didn’t.

Damn. He gripped the banister more tightly and squeezed his eyes shut. His head throbbed. He was losing even the memory of Cicely. Some days he actually had to look at the miniature of her he kept in his pocket to recall her features. Even that terrible moment when her life had drained from her face, their son wax-colored on the bed next to her, strangled by the umbilical cord, had lost its clarity.

What the hell was the matter with him?

His head jerked up. And how in blazes could he forget Mama had eyes and ears everywhere? He glanced over his shoulder. She was no longer in the entry hall, thank God, and Dalton was gone as well. There were no servants in sight. He was safe for the moment.

He started back up the steps. Perhaps he should be thankful his memories were dimming. Life went on, so he must, too. He still needed an heir—ergo, he needed a wife. It was simple logic, a procreative fact. Love wasn’t a required part of the equation.

He’d been lucky to have found love once. Many men—especially men of the ton—never found it.

He blew out a long breath. So this year he’d marry one of the women Mama had invited for him. She was the damn Duchess of Love after all; she’d been making matches for years, even back before she’d married Father, if Aunt Aphrodite was to be believed. One of the females at this gathering must be tolerable.

And once he had a wife, if he put his mind—and another organ—to it, he could have an heir on the way before year’s end.

He reached the top of the staircase and turned toward his room, rubbing his forehead. This was going to be a crushing headache. It must be the change in the weather—and riding for hours in the bitter cold hadn’t helped.

Damn it, now his stomach was churning as well; he’d be lucky if he could eat anything at dinner. He pressed harder against his forehead. He’d take the bloody powders and lay down for a while; perhaps if he did, he’d stave off the worst of the nausea.

God, he hated feeling like an invalid, but—

“Come here, you spawn of Satan.”

He stopped dead in the corridor. What the hell? That had come from his rooms. A woman’s voice with diction too educated to be a maid’s ... but Mama had said none of the guests had yet arrived. Who could this be—and what the blazes was she doing in his chambers?

No matter, he would send her on her way immediately. Sooner than immediately, if he could.

He lengthened his stride. He was almost at the doorway when he heard an ominous thud as if something heavy had hit the floor, followed by a muttered curse and the hiss of an angry cat.

At least now he knew what had caused her to trespass. Reggie. Perhaps the blasted animal was stealing plumes again. Well, his intruder could take Sir Reginald and whatever plunder he’d accumulated with her when she departed, which would be in about three seconds.

He stepped through the open door. The noise was coming from his bedchamber. He crossed the sitting room, drawing breath to tell the woman in no uncertain terms to leave at once.

He paused on the bedroom’s threshold, his jaw dropping. A female posterior, draped in gray poplin, waggled at him from the near side of his bed. A very attractive posterior—not large, but not too small, and nicely rounded.

His headache abated. Apparently lust was almost as effective a medicine as Breen’s powders.

“Give me that, Reggie.” The woman’s words were slightly muffled by his mattress. There appeared to be quite a battle being waged underneath his bed.

Reggie hissed and must have dodged her.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” She twisted, backing up. Her skirt, caught under her knees, drew tight, outlining her lovely arse in even more detail.

She had a very, very attractive bottom.

His headache was completely gone.

He should say something. It wasn’t proper to be observing her when she thought she was alone. He should—

“Oh, damn it.” She jerked on her skirt, freeing it and exposing two elegant ankles and a pair of very shapely calves.

Hell, his head wasn’t the part of his anatomy aching now.

“Aha! I’ve got you.” She lunged under his bed, almost disappearing entirely. “Ouch!”

Reggie shot out the other side, scrambled up the bedstead, and ran across the coverlet. He had something red in his mouth.

“Reggie!” the woman shouted. “I’m going to skin you alive.”

Reggie seemed not the least bit concerned. He caught sight of Ned and trotted over to drop his prize at Ned’s feet.

“What have we here?” Ned stooped to pick it up. Red, silk—he shook the fabric out—drawers?

“Aaiieee!”

His head shot up as Reggie wisely darted out of the room. A woman—Good God, it was Ellie Bowman!—rushed at him, her eyes on the red cloth in his hands. Her brown hair, normally restrained primly under a lace cap, had escaped its pins and curled wildly around her face and over her shoulders. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes gleamed with ... panic?

He stood quickly. Did she intend to tackle him?

She almost did. She tripped over a book—likely the thing he’d heard hit the floor when he was in the corridor—and fell heavily against him. He grabbed her around the waist as her momentum carried them backward.

“Oof!” He came up hard against the wall, Ellie plastered to his front. She was not a featherweight.

Hmm. No, she wasn’t. She was soft and round in all the right places. And she smelled fresh and clean and lemony. Her hair tickled his chin, brushed over his hands.

A wisp of desire curled in his gut, and his cock reacted with enthusiasm. He tangled his fingers in her curls, bent his head ...

Bloody hell, was he mad?

He snapped his head back. This was Ellie. Cicely’s friend. His friend. He couldn’t ... she wouldn’t ...

He tried to jerk his hips back, but they were trapped against the wall. At least horror was causing his male organ to return to more appropriate proportions. “Are”—he cleared his throat—“are you all right?”

She blinked at him, her eyes oddly unfocused. Her lips curved up in a damn siren’s smile, and his idiot cock stirred with interest again.

“Yes. I, ah ...” Her eyes flew wide, as if she’d suddenly realized she was pasted on him like wallpaper, and she lurched backward. Her voice turned harsh, almost accusatory. “Your mother said you weren’t here yet.”

He frowned. What was she blaming him for? She was the one in his bedroom—with the red silk drawers he was still holding.

He rubbed the smooth cloth between his thumb and forefinger. Were they hers? Did she have a pair on now? His eyes dropped to consider her—

He jerked his gaze back to her face. “I just arrived.”

“Oh.” She pushed her hair off her forehead. “Of course.” She smiled her normal, placid smile and somehow rearranged her expression so she looked like her calm drawing-room self. “Did you have a pleasant trip?”

This was the same conversation he’d had with Dalton.

He shrugged. “It was cold, but bearable.” Truthfully, the raw weather had matched his mood, though now he was feeling distinctly warmer—inappropriately so, given the current location and company, but perhaps not a bad thing if he were indeed determined to carry through with his matrimonial resolution.

The drawers probably weren’t Ellie’s—though whose could they be? Mama’s?

Oh, God, no! How had that thought crept into his brainbox? He’d have to dunk his head in ice water to freeze the notion out.

“Mrs. Dalton thinks it will snow,” Ellie was saying, “and her joints are very accurate.”

Yes, far better to think of Mrs. Dalton’s rheumatism than Mama’s—than anything else. “That’s what Dalton said.”

Ellie nodded. “We can quite plan our day by her aches.” She pushed her hair back again, and her composed expression wavered slightly. “I seem to have lost my cap and pins.”

He grinned, remembering the scene that had greeted him. “They are probably under my bed.”

“Ah.” She turned bright red. “Perhaps they are.”

He shouldn’t tease her, but he couldn’t resist. “Do you want me to help you look for them?”

“No!” She swallowed. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I have others. You can return them—well, the cap—to me later perhaps.”

She was rather attractively mussed, really, more like she’d been as a girl when she and Cicely used to tag along after Percy and Jess and Ash and Jack and him. Cicely had been the quiet, cautious one, very feminine even then, but Ellie had climbed trees and caught fish and tried to do everything Jess and the boys did. More often than not she’d go home with her skirts torn and her hair hanging down her back.

“Here, you have a smut on your face.” He reached to rub the spot on her forehead, but she dodged his fingers.

“I imagine I’ve collected more than one. The space under your b-bed”—she flushed—“is sadly dusty.” She picked up the fallen book and put it back on the table; then she started to edge around him. “I’ll just go back to my room and put myself to rights.”

“Very well. I’ll see you downstairs later?”

“Yes, of course. In the blue drawing room before dinner. I imagine everyone will have arrived by then.”

Damn. Whom had Mama invited for him? He—

No, he would try to like at least one of Mama’s choices. He’d decided. He clenched his hands.

He was still holding the red silk drawers, and Ellie was on the verge of escaping. “Ellie?”

She paused, her weight on the balls of her feet, leaning toward the corridor and freedom. Clearly she wanted to be elsewhere. “Yes?” Even the tone of her voice, short and tight, said she wanted to leave.

Wasn’t she at all happy to see him?

He was being ridiculous now, like Mama. He’d seen Ellie at Twelfth Night, though now that he thought of it, he’d hardly spoken to her. She seemed to prefer Ash’s company.

She hadn’t always. When she was a girl, she’d shadowed him—at least that’s what Ash and Jack always said. And she’d been such a good friend to him after Cicely and the baby died. God, he didn’t know what he would have done without her calm compassion. But for the past year or two, they’d hardly spoken.

“Did you have a question, Lord Edward?”

He hated it when she called him that. He held up the red silk. “Are these yours?”

 


 



“Hiding from Mama and her guests?” Jack asked as Ned stepped into Ash’s study. Jack was sprawled in one of the big leather chairs, his leg thrown over its arm, a brandy glass clasped loosely in his fingers. A sling made of cloth to match his waistcoat was abandoned on his chest.

“No more than you are. When did you get in?”

“Just after you, apparently.”

Ned frowned as he closed the door behind him. “At least you beat the snow—and shouldn’t you be wearing that sling?” It was just like Jack to be so careless.

Jack rolled his eyes. “No, Lord Worry. The sawbones said I was good as new.”

“Don’t call me that.” Jack had teased him with the dratted nickname since they were boys. “Your collarbone can’t be healed yet—you broke it just a fortnight ago, didn’t you, racing your damn curricle on the ice?”

“Ah, but it turns out it wasn’t broken,” Ash said from his seat behind his desk, its surface littered with sketches as always. He reached for the decanter. “Brandy?”

“Thanks.” Ned’s stomach was starting to twist again. He’d taken Breen’s powders and lain down, but it hadn’t helped. He’d kept thinking about Ellie and those red silk drawers.

Ellie was so ... well, ordinary. Not in a bad way, of course. She was solid and respectable—not at all the kind of woman to wear red silk drawers.

Except apparently she was.

The thought was damn unsettling. Every time he’d closed his eyes, he’d pictured her with that red garment. Not wearing it, of course—that was beyond his imagination. Just holding it. But still, he hadn’t been able to get the notion out of his head. It was like seeing a hedgehog with a waistcoat—preposterous.

Perhaps a little distilled medicine would settle his nerves. He glanced at the sketches on Ash’s desk as he took the proffered glass. “What’s this? Are you planning to build a castle?”

Ash swept the drawings into a pile. “No, I was just keeping busy, waiting for Mama to drag me out to play host, though I’m fervently hoping Father returns in time to do the honors.”

“I think you should build the thing,” Jack said. “It would make a splendid folly”—he shot Ash a look and then returned to contemplating his brandy—“or playhouse. Remember when we used to pretend to be King Arthur and the Knights of the Roundtable? This would make a perfect Camelot. You should put it on the island in the lake at Blackweith.”

Damn. Blackweith was the estate where Jess lived. Was Jack trying to stir up a hornet’s nest?

Apparently.

“And speaking of Blackweith,” Jack said, “how’s Jess doing?”

“Well,” Ash said, his face as impenetrable as the fortress he’d drawn, “according to Walker.”

Ah, so Ash and his wife were still communicating only through the estate manager. Ned wasn’t surprised. As far as he knew, Ash hadn’t spoken one word to Jess since he’d left Blackweith on their wedding night.

“You’ll have to do something about her soon, you know,” Jack said.

“Jack!” Ned scowled at his younger brother.

Jack shrugged. “It’s true. Neither of you is ever in London, so you don’t get all the questions—and those are from the more polite members of the ton. The rest just whisper among themselves, coming up with the most outrageous tales they can imagine—and they have very lurid imaginations.”

“Bloody hell,” Ash muttered, his jaw flexing.

Jack’s gaze held Ash’s. “Your odd marital arrangement has been the topic of gossip for years, Ash, but with you turning thirty, it’s literally taken over the betting books. Best odds are you’ll start some sort of formal separation proceedings in the next few months, but wagers are evenly split as to whether you’ll seek an annulment or a divorce. The supposed grounds run the gamut from insanity to adultery to impotence and, er, worse.”

Ash’s face had turned red during Jack’s speech. He looked very much like he wanted to hit someone. “Damn it all, my marriage is no one’s business but mine and Jess’s.”

Ned hated to pile on, but Jack was right. Ash had to face facts. “You are the heir to a dukedom.”

Jack nodded. “People are curious, especially since no one has seen you or Jess in Town for ages. And of course all the idiots that come to this annual festivity are quick to report there’s never any sign of your wife.” He jiggled his foot. “A number of ambitious London mamas have dared be so bold as to ask me if Jess died and no one thought to announce the fact.” He shook his head. “Frankly, I’m surprised Mama and Father haven’t been more ... emphatic about the situation.”

Ash ran his hands through his hair. “Mama bites her tongue most of the time, though she’s taken to throwing me more of those sad, worried looks of hers. Father, however, is becoming more and more pointed in his comments. It’s not been pleasant here of late.” Ash let out a long breath. “And if what you say is true ...” He rubbed his face, suddenly looking years older. “You’re both right. It’s time to resolve the situation. Once this blasted party is over, I’ll go to Blackweith.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help,” Ned said, “you need only say the word.”

Jack nodded. “You can count on me as well, I hope you know.”

“Yes, thank you, but there’s nothing anyone else can do.”

It was on the tip of Ned’s tongue to ask what exactly the problem was, but he swallowed the question—as, he was happy to see, did Jack. It was none of their business, after all. If Ash wanted them to know, he would tell them.

“Hell, I need more brandy,” Ash said, filling his glass. “Anyone else?”

They passed around the bottle. Getting drunk before meeting Mama’s guests would not be a good plan, but one more glass would only make Ned more ... relaxed. He took a long swallow and then gestured at Jack. “So if your collarbone isn’t broken, why bother with the sling?”

“It saves me from having to caper around ballrooms with feather-headed chits.” Jack grimaced. “I expect to make good use of it this visit. Mama’s invited Miss Isabelle Wharton.”

Ned raised his brows. “Should I know the name?”

“Jack tells me she’s notorious in Town,” Ash said, sounding much relieved to no longer be the conversation’s focus.

“At least among the men,” Jack said. “She is twenty-four and desperate. Her two younger sisters have already preceded her to the altar. I’ve been dodging her for months, and now Mama brings her here.” He dropped his head back to stare up at the ceiling. “I’m doomed.”

Jack had always been somewhat dramatic.

Ned took another swallow of brandy and steeled his nerves. “And who has Mama invited for me, do you know?”

Jack turned his head to look at him and then looked back at the ceiling. “Ask Ash.”

Ned glanced at Ash; he was staring into his brandy as if he’d never seen the amber liquid before.

“That bad, eh?”

Ash coughed and looked at Jack. Neither said a word.

“Come on, out with it.”

Ash cleared his throat. “I believe Mama has Lady Juliet Ramsbottom in mind for you.”

“Yes?” Ned waited; more silence. His stomach, which the brandy had pleasantly warmed, knotted again. “I am as unacquainted with Lady Juliet as I am with Miss Wharton. Is she dreadful, too?”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Jack took a sip of his brandy. “I’ve heard a rumor or two that she has a temper, but she’s always very well mannered—almost meek—at society events.”

“And ... ?” He’d decided to keep an open mind about Mama’s choice this year, but if Jack and Ash had reservations. . . “Is she walleyed or hunchbacked? Brainless or brash? Does she look like—”

“She looks like Cicely,” Jack said, his voice flat.

“Ah.” Oh, God. Ned’s stomach heaved, but he clenched his teeth and ignored it. “What was Mama thinking?”

“I’m sure she wasn’t thinking to replace Cicely,” Ash said quickly. “We all know no one can do that.”

“Mama probably only thought—if she thought about it at all—that Lady Juliet was the sort of female you fancied,” Jack said. “You know—small and, er, doll-like.”

Cicely had been a little like a porcelain doll, hadn’t she?

No, how could he think that? Cicely had been perfect—though he was determined his next wife would be more robust, larger, better able to survive childbirth.

The hopelessness he always felt at this party descended on him like a thick fog. Even the snap of the logs in the fireplace suddenly sounded glum. And he’d thought this year would be different. “Oh, damn.”

“Exactly,” Jack said.

Ash passed the brandy decanter again, and they all filled their glasses.

“Mama must be slipping,” Ash said. “Dare we hope the Duchess of Love will retire?”

“No bloody chance of that,” Jack said. “Invitations to her monthly balls are as coveted as—perhaps more coveted than—vouchers to Almack’s. The food is better and Mama serves spirits.” He rolled his eyes. “And from what I hear, her infernal Love Notes are as popular as ever.”

“Good Lord,” Ned said. “Have you ever seen a copy?”

Jack looked at him as though he’d just stepped out of Bedlam. “What do you take me for? I’d rather gouge my eyes out with my own thumbs. My friends know they risk meeting me at dawn if they show me even a corner of one page or quote a single word from its contents.”

“And they abide by your wishes?” Ash asked.

Jack raised his brows. “I’m accounted an excellent shot. They dare not put it to the test.”

“I wish there was as effective a way to persuade Mama to stop writing the thing,” Ned said. “And I especially wish she’d quit having this bloody house party.”

“Amen!” Ash lifted his glass and they all drank.

Jack slid deeper into his chair. “Just promise me you won’t leave me alone with Miss Wharton.” He shuddered. “If I let my guard down for an instant, she’ll wrestle me into the most compromising position she can devise.”

“Of course,” Ned said, “not that I think you’ll need our assistance.”

Jack closed his eyes. An unfamiliar tightness marred his features. “I wish I were so confident. Miss Wharton is bloody persistent.”

“You know, I’m sure Ellie would help,” Ash said. “Being female, she can keep a closer eye on Miss Wharton than we can.”

Jack sat up, a relieved smile dispelling his uncharacteristic grimness. “Yes, that’s it. Ellie’s a good sport—I wager she will help.” He shot Ned an oddly bland look. “Assuming Mama ... or someone else ... doesn’t need her.”

What the hell was Jack hinting at? He should ask, but he felt oddly hesitant to hear the answer. Planting his fist in Jack’s face would be much more satisfying.

Ned kept his hands to himself. “I think I’ll go get ready for dinner.”




Chapter 3

The meek may inherit the earth, but they don’t marry well.

—Venus’s Love Notes

 


 



Ellie stood in the shadows at one side of the blue drawing room. Her old evening dress was almost the exact shade as the draperies; if she was very, very still, perhaps no one would notice her.

She’d managed to slip into the room behind Miss Isabelle Wharton without attracting a single glance, though that was not so surprising. Miss Wharton was very striking, as the duchess’s friend had said, but in a startling rather than beautiful way. The woman was Ellie’s height and quite plump, with a mass of bouncing blond ringlets and a green dress so bedecked with bows and ribbons and furbelows that she closely resembled a large, mobile bush. She rustled through the room directly up to Jack where he stood by the fireplace with Ned, Ash, and a small, colorless woman Ellie had not yet met.

Jack was watching Miss Wharton approach as if she harbored a poisonous vine liable to twine its deadly growth around his neck. If he backed up one more step, his coattails would catch fire from the blaze on the hearth.

Ellie was too far away to hear what Miss Wharton said as she reached the group, but whatever Jack replied caused her to laugh. The three men cringed. She did sound remarkably like a drunken donkey, not that Ellie had ever actually heard such an inebriated animal.

Poor Jack. She should go over and join them. She could—

Oh, no, she couldn’t. She couldn’t go anywhere near Ned now that he knew the red silk drawers were hers.

Dear God, how was she ever going to survive this party?

She wasn’t. Yes, she wanted a husband, but perhaps it would be wiser to feign the headache—or the ague or something—and retreat to the vicarage. There was always next year. Twenty-seven wasn’t so very much older than twenty-six.

Oh, why hadn’t she lied and said the dratted drawers weren’t hers?

Because she was a terrible liar, that’s why. She always blushed and gulped and stuttered. Ned wouldn’t have been fooled for an instant. And whose could they be if not hers? None of the other guests had arrived when Ned found her in his room.

What must he think of her?

She closed her eyes in mortification, but that didn’t help. Ned’s image was burned into the back of her lids—his long legs, narrow hips, broad chest. The lock of chestnut hair that fell over his brow no matter what he did. His warm, brown eyes with their ridiculously long lashes—opening wide with shock as he stared down at her red silk drawers spilling over his fingers.

“Ohh.”

She slapped her hand over her mouth and glanced around. Thank God it seemed no one had heard her. She looked over at the group by the fire. Fortunately Ned had his back to her ... his strong back with his wide shoulders. . .

When she’d tripped over that stupid book and fallen into him, his arms had gone round her like two iron bands, pressing her against him from bosom to hips. There hadn’t been an inch of space between them.

She shivered, and an odd thrill twisted in her stomach—or, rather, somewhat lower than her stomach. Her cheeks burned.

She’d never been embraced by a man like that. She snorted. She’d never been embraced by a man at all. She hadn’t wished to be. Ned was the only man she’d ever wanted to touch her.

Well, that would have to change.

Damn Reggie. He’d best not cross her path any time soon or she would skin him and use his fur for a muff. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about the blasted drawers making another embarrassing appearance. She’d stuffed them into the back of her clothes press and shut the door tight. As soon as she got home to the vicarage, she’d snip them into tiny little pieces and throw them down the privy hole.

“Ah, there you are.”

“Eek!” Ellie jumped and jerked her head to the left—the duchess was standing not two feet from her. “Oh, you startled me, your grace.”

“That’s quite apparent. What are you doing over here—trying to hide in the curtains?”

“Ah.” That’s exactly what she’d been trying to do, as Ned’s mother must know, but Ellie would never admit it. “Er, no, I was just ...” What? Best change the subject. “Have the guests all arrived safely?”

“Yes, thank heavens. Lady Juliet was the last.” The duchess shook her head, sending the purple plume in her hair dancing—she’d better be sure to keep her feather away from Reggie. “I swear the snow was coming down horizontally when she struggled into the castle.”

“I must agree with her grace—”

Ellie just then noticed there was a man standing at the duchess’s side—a small, mole-like fellow with tiny, watery eyes, thick spectacles, an enormous nose, slightly buck teeth, and no chin.

“—as I was out in it and I will tell you the weather is positively dreadful, perhaps the worst weather I’ve ever been in and I’ve been in a lot of weather. I hope it’s not unmanly of me to admit that it gave me quite the scare. My horses slipped and slid the whole way from London so I was certain my coachman, who is exceedingly skilled with the ribbons or I would never keep him on, would end us in a ditch, but thankfully he didn’t. Still just walking to the castle door soaked me through, my greatcoat was no protection, don’t you know. So it will be a wonder if I don’t catch my death.”

Ellie blinked. She’d swear the man hadn’t taken but a breath or two during his entire speech.

The duchess laughed. “I hope you remain among the living, Mr. Humphrey.” She threw up her hands in mock distress. “And where have my manners gone, you may ask? I’ve completely neglected the introductions, which was my point in coming over. Ellie, this is Mr. Lionel Humphrey; Mr. Humphrey, Miss Eleanor Bowman, whom I must say I quite look upon as a daughter.”

The mole bowed. “So pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Bowman; her grace has told me such wonderful things about you, I almost feel as if I know you, but of course I don’t, so I’m anxious to spend some time conversing with you, if I may.”

“Ah.” Was it possible to drown in a flood of words? “Yes. Of course. It’s, ah, a pleasure to meet you, too, sir.” She swiveled her eyes to Ned’s mother; the duchess smiled blandly, inclining her head toward the mole as if to say, go on, take advantage of this opportunity.

Ellie bit her lip. This was one of the men the duchess thought might be a good match for her?

Something odd twisted in her stomach, but it wasn’t at all the same feeling she’d had when she’d been thinking of Ned. This sensation was more akin to revulsion.

She gave herself a mental shake. She had no time to be picky. She was twenty-six years old. Anything in breeches must be appealing. If her goal was to be a mother, the only qualification a gentleman need have was a working male organ.

Her stomach knotted at the thought of allowing Mr. Humphrey close enough to employ that organ. If only she’d encouraged Mr. Bridgeton last year ...

There was absolutely no point in entertaining such thoughts. Mr. Bridgeton was no longer available; Mr. Humphrey was, and he was here before her. She would try to look beyond his rather unappealing façade. He might have a heart of gold, after all. Certainly someone must find him worthy of their regard. His friends. His mother ...

“You two get to know each other.” The duchess beamed at them. “I’m afraid I must go—I see my dear Greycliffe has finally consented to join us.”

The duke was indeed standing in the doorway, scowling.

Ellie resisted the urge to grab the duchess’s sleeve. “Then you’d best catch him before he decides to take a tray in his room.”

The duchess laughed. “You know him too well, my dear.”

She did. She knew and liked both Ned’s parents and his brothers—

She could not let her thoughts travel that direction.

The mole—no, Mr. Humphrey—was bowing. “Do not tarry a moment longer, your grace; you can leave Miss Bowman safely in my charge. I will take the greatest care of her.”

Ellie bit back a spurt of exasperation and willed her eyes not to roll. What in the world did Mr. Humphrey imagine could happen to her in the duke’s drawing room? She should tell him exactly—

No, no, she should not. She swallowed and forced herself to smile. She wanted a baby, so she needed a husband. She must try to like this mol—this unmarried, available man.

“Have you been to Greycliffe Castle before, Mr. Humphrey?” she asked as her grace went off to greet the duke. A stupid question. If he’d ever been here, she’d know it. No one visited the castle without the news flying through the village, and since the duke did not like to entertain, there weren’t that many guests to gossip about.

Mr. Humphrey’s nose twitched. “No, but I must say it is very impressive. The house, the grounds—well, I wish I could see the grounds, but with the snow and wind it is quite impossible; still I am sure they must be very pleasant in better weather.”

He leaned forward a little which put his nose on level with her bodice—fortunately all her dresses had very high necks—and raised his eyebrows significantly. “I don’t know if her grace mentioned it, but I’ve just come into a substantial inheritance. My poor old great aunt went aloft a few months ago, and, being without children of her own, left the whole to me. A tidy property in Devon—nothing as grandiose as Greycliffe Castle, of course, but quite snug and rather beautiful if I say so myself.” He cleared his throat and waggled his eyebrows. “I’m on the lookout for a wife, don’t you know, to manage the house and give me”—his eyebrows almost jumped off his forehead—“my heir and spare.”

His nose twitched again; it must be some sort of nervous tic, not that he appeared the least bit discomposed.

“I hope you don’t mind my speaking plainly, Miss Bowman, but I assume a woman of your advanced years would be awake on every suit. No need to beat around the bush as if you were some young shrinking violet.”

“Ah.” Her first urge—to reply using her knee to great advantage—would not be appropriate for the duchess’s drawing room. And if the man should somehow redeem himself, she didn’t want to injure the one part of him that was of the most use to her. “How nice that you’ve come into some property, sir, but you must regret the manner in which you received it. Please allow me to express my condolences. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“My loss?” Mr. Humphrey blinked at her, his small mouth agape.

“Your great aunt, sir. I’m sorry for her death.” Especially since it was the poor woman’s departure from the world that had caused Mr. Humphrey to be invited to this party.

“Oh.” He nodded, but failed to look at all sorrowful. “Yes, it was very sad, but she was quite old. She had over eighty years in her dish; everyone said it was just a matter of time.” He leaned close again; Ellie kept from leaning away only by the most determined exercise of will.

“Many thought my cousin Theo would get her estate, since it was widely believed Aunt Theodora favored his mother over mine—Aunt Winifred even named Theo Theodore to curry favor—but all Theo got was a collection of china cats. I believe—and Mama agrees with me—that old Aunt Theodora finally got sick of Winifred toadying to her and hit on me because she hadn’t seen me or Mama in years, though of course if I’d known I’d have a chance at her estate I would have visited, but perhaps it all turned out for the best, don’t you think?”

“Er, yes.” For Mr. Humphrey; not for poor cousin Theo.

Perhaps Mr. Cox would appear in the drawing room soon; even a noble sprig would be better than this wretched weed.

No, no, no! She could not rule out Mr. Humphrey so quickly. He might merely be an acquired taste. The house party was just beginning. She would reserve judgment—or at least try to.

Mr. Humphrey tugged on his waistcoat. It was hard to imagine the man was only twenty-five; he was already going to fat. “So of course when the Duchess of Love extended this invitation, I accepted immediately. Her grace is such a successful matchmaker, you know, and it will be so much more efficient to obtain a wife now without having to waste time and money on a Season.” His nose twitched again, this time clearly in distaste. “Young girls can be so silly, having their heads turned with balls and fancy clothing, when their real duties in life are to bear children, keep their households running smoothly, and see that their husband is well cared for, don’t you agree?”

“Er, yes.” Sadly, she did agree.

Mr. Humphrey pushed his spectacles back to the bridge of his nose. “Splendid. I could tell you were a sensible woman the moment I saw you, Miss Bowman, and while I know it’s too early to speak—”

Good God, the man wasn’t going to propose now, was he? It was one thing to admit to practicality, but quite another to dispense with even the slightest whiff of romance.

“—but I must say you’ve given me reason to hope—”

“Sir, we’ve just met!”

“—that you will make me the happiest of—”

“Mr. Humphrey!” He was like a runaway horse.

“—men”—Mr. Humphrey smiled—“shortly.”

She must remember she couldn’t afford to be choosy. She wanted children; her window of opportunity was fast closing. Mr. Humphrey was willing and male.

And she wasn’t that desperate. She hadn’t even met Mr. Cox. “Mr. Humphrey, you presume too much.”

“Ah, yes, I know. It’s early days yet.” He winked one of his squinty, little eyes at her. “As long as we understand each other.”

“We do not understand each other!” Ellie took a deep breath. She must remember she did not want to burn any bridges. Mr. Cox might be worse. “I mean it is indeed early days—far too early for me—or either of us—to have formed an opinion about ... anything.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He gave her a very odd look which in another man she might describe as a leer. “I like what I see. And you?”

“Me?”

He pulled on his waistcoat again. “Do you like what you see?”

“Ah. Er. Well.”

“Speechless, eh?”

She nodded. It seemed the only response.

“I often have that effect on women.” Mr. Humphrey’s narrow lips twisted into a self-satisfied smirk.

“And what effect would that be?” Ned said from behind her.

Ellie spun around, catching her heel in her skirt. She would have fallen if Ned’s hand hadn’t shot out to grasp her elbow, steadying her.

She shook off his hold immediately; she couldn’t risk falling under his spell again. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people that way, Lord Edward.”

He gave her a puzzled, almost hurt, look, but his face hardened when he shifted his attention to Mr. Humphrey. “Is this man annoying you, Ellie?”

Oh, dear, his voice had that edge to it. Even as a boy, he’d fly to defend whomever he believed to be the injured party in a confrontation. If he thought Mr. Humphrey had insulted her, he could make things very unpleasant.

Lovely. That would be all they needed—Ned and the mole getting into a drawing room brawl, though given the vast difference in their size and strength, the battle wouldn’t last long.

“Of course not. This is Mr. Humphrey, Ned. He has just inherited an estate in Devon.” She turned back to the mole. “Mr. Humphrey; Lord Edward.”

“So why isn’t he in Devon?” Ned said, looking at the mole as if the man was indeed a member of the vermin class.

Mr. Humphrey’s face turned an unpleasant shade of white, and his small eyes grew as wide as they could behind his spectacles. His Adam’s apple bobbed spasmodically.

“Because your mother invited him to the house party, of course,” Ellie hissed. “And I’m sure she expects you to make him feel welcome.”

“Not if he’s insulting you.”

“He’s not insulting me.”

Mr. Humphrey finally found his voice. “Of course I am not insulting Miss Bowman, Lord Edward. On the contrary, I was about to”—Oh, God, the man could not mean to tell Ned he was going to—“offer her the honor of being my—”

Ellie trod as hard as she could on Mr. Humphrey’s foot.

“Ouch!”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, sir.” She refused to look at Ned. “I can’t believe I was so clumsy.”

Mr. Humphrey smiled, though his expression looked a bit forced. “Quite all right, my dear.” She could feel Ned bristle at the “my dear.” “No harm done. As I was saying—”

Thank God the duchess came back then; she’d sent the duke, a large glass of Madeira in hand, off to join the party by the fire. “Ned, I see you’ve met Mr. Humphrey.”

“Yes.” Ned sounded rather surly.

His mother beamed at him. “Splendid. Then if you’ll excuse us, I should make Mr. Humphrey known to the others.” She took the mole by the arm. “This way, sir.”

Mr. Humphrey was no match for the duchess; he meekly allowed himself to be led away.

 


 



The moment the fellow was out of earshot—not that Ned gave a damn whether Humphrey heard him or not—Ned turned to Ellie. “That idiot wasn’t proposing to you, was he?”

Ellie flushed. “N-no.”

“But he’s going to, isn’t he?”

Ellie wouldn’t meet his eye. “Perhaps.”

“Good God, he just met you.”

She glanced up at his face and then quickly away. “Maybe he was taken with my great beauty.”

He heard the sarcasm in her tone and opened his mouth to continue the joke, but something about the way she was holding herself so stiffly stopped him.

What was the matter? Cicely had been very sensitive—he’d learned to choose his words carefully with her—but this was Ellie. He and she had joked and teased about everything for years, like brother and sister. Ellie didn’t care about things like physical beauty. Just look at the dress she was wearing. It would be hard to find a plainer gown or one that hid her figure more completely. It had long, puffy sleeves and a neck up to her chin, for God’s sake.

But then there were those red silk drawers ... Was she wearing them now?

And had he lost his mind completely? Next thing he knew, he’d be imagining Ellie as an opera dancer or some such thing.

“Here come Percy and Lady Ophelia,” Ellie said.

“Oh, blast.” He turned to see his brother-in-law—short and wiry and as dark as Cicely had been light—and the fellow’s light o’love, Lady Ophelia Upton, headed their way. This was going to be infernally awkward. “Why does Mama invite them every year?”

Ellie looked at him as if he were a halfwit. “Because Percy is Cicely’s brother and lives nearby, of course, and Ophelia is his”—she flushed slightly—“good friend.” She shrugged. “It’s not as if he wouldn’t notice if he was left off the guest list. He knows when your birthday is; he knows your mother always holds this house party; and his butler is the cousin of one of the Greycliffe footmen.”

Ned grunted. All true, unfortunately.

He’d never liked the fellow even when they were children—none of them had. Percy was Ash’s age and had always been a sneak and a bully. But the man was Cicely’s brother, so once Ned had married, he’d tried to keep his opinions to himself—not always with success. Percy had been the root of his infrequent arguments with Cicely, arguments that always left her in tears and him feeling like the biggest brute in Christendom.

And then the month after Cicely died, Percy wrote asking for money. He’d sent him some, because he was certain that’s what Cicely would have wanted. And then Percy wrote again and again, damn regularly these last few years. Finally, Ned had had enough. He’d sent him a check at Christmastime with notice it was the last farthing Percy would ever get from him. He’d burned every one of Percy’s letters since—and there had been many in the short time since the holiday—without bothering to open them.

He didn’t expect his brother-in-law to be happy to see him. “Good evening, Lady Ophelia. Percy.”

Ophelia smiled at him, but Percy didn’t.

“Edward.” The word was encased in ice. Percy gave him his shoulder and smiled at Ellie—the annoying half-smile that always made Ned want to punch him in the teeth. “My dear, it’s been too long.”

Ellie nodded to Ophelia. “You just saw me last week in the village, Percy, if you’ll remember. I was buying ribbon, and you were buying snuff.”

Ned grinned. Ellie was too smart to be taken in by Percy—of course, she’d grown up with him, too. She knew how oily he was.

“Must you always be so prosaic?” Percy said waspishly.

“I suppose so. I certainly can’t see any reason to talk nonsense with you—nor can I imagine why you’d wish me to do so.”

“It’s merely polite conversation, as you’d know if you’d ever been to London.”

“And as you know, Percy, it’s highly unlikely I’ll ever go to Town, so I think I can save myself the worry of what might pass for polite talk there.”

Ophelia frowned. “Surely you want to go to London some day, Ellie,” she said, “to see all the sights and attend the balls and parties.”

Ellie shrugged. “I’ve found it best not to wish for what I can’t have.”

Now why the hell had she glanced at him? Ned couldn’t take her to Town—not that he ever went himself, but showing up with an unrelated female in tow would set the gossips into a flutter as wild as if Reggie were to drop into a flock of starlings. He turned to Ophelia. “I hope the weather didn’t make your trip too arduous.”

Ophelia smiled. “Oh, no. I was fortunate to stay nearby last night.”

Probably in Percy’s bed.

She put her hand on Percy’s arm. “I’d hate to miss the Duchess of Love’s annual party.”

“Oh? I would be happy to miss it.” Ned would give anything to be back in his study at Linden Hall, a glass of brandy by his elbow, a good book in his hands, the fire crackling in the hearth.

“What, Lord Edward,” Percy said, “don’t you like having us all here to celebrate your birthday?”

“Not particularly.” And especially not you, you whoreson.

Why did Ophelia waste her time with Percy? Her father, the Earl of Brambril, had been dodging duns for years, so one would think his daughter would look for a man with money, not a ne’er do well like his brother-in-law. Even though her reputation was decidedly soiled, her birth—the daughter of a penniless earl was still the daughter of an earl—would make her appealing to many men. She was still attractive, though age was beginning to make its mark. Ned didn’t remember seeing the lines at the corners of her mouth and eyes last year.

There was a stir at the drawing room door and Dalton stepped into the room. “The Countess of Heldon,” he announced. “Lady Juliet Ramsbottom; Mr. Harold Cox.”

“Wonderful,” Mama said, dragging Father over to greet the newcomers. “Welcome to Greycliffe.”

“How ... interesting that they arrived together,” Percy said.

Ophelia frowned at him. “Oh, hush, Percy. They likely met in the hall when they came downstairs.”

What the hell were they talking about? Not that it made any difference. Percy and Ophelia were always gabbing about some on dit that Ned couldn’t care less about. He never knew any of the subjects of their chatter.

But this time was different—one of their subjects might become his future wife. At the moment, he could only see Lady Heldon and Cox. The woman must be Lady Heldon since she looked nothing like Cicely. She had dark hair and heavy-lidded, bedroom eyes; full lips, very red against her pale skin; and extremely large—

He shifted his attention to Cox. The man was a typical London buck—coat, cravat, and pantaloons all the dernier cri, dark blond hair cut in the latest style. All he needed to complete the picture of a town beau was to observe them through his quizzing glass—which he did at that moment.

Ned glanced down at Ellie to share the joke.

She was staring at Cox with an extremely determined look. Damn. What was she thinking?

“There’s Juliet,” Ophelia said.

Ned looked back at the group—and felt as if he’d taken a direct hit to his chest. The rest of the room faded away, and all he could see was the exquisite, fairy-like woman smiling up at Mama. Cicely.

All the pain and loss and love he’d felt for his wife—everything he’d thought he’d finally put behind him—flooded out of the dark place he’d forced them, bringing the prick of tears to the back of his eyes.

This wasn’t Cicely. It wasn’t, but ...

Even Percy sounded a bit awed. “It is amazing how much Lady Juliet looks like my poor sister, isn’t it?”
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